Coaching: the good, bad and ugly
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While some coaches can make an athlete’s experience a living hell, Jasper Place Rebels junior basketball coach Matt Burrows is certainly not one of them. Burrows, seen here directing his Rebels in the city final against Harry Ainlay earlier this year, is lauded by one of his players, Brin Taylor, as having respect for his players, being knowledgeable, and for not berating players when they make mistakes. 

Attitudes, actions dictate whether children continue playing sports

CURTIS STOCK
EDMONTON 

It’s 15 below and the biting north wind makes it almost unbearable — especially here on this wide-open field where the coach, a drill sergeant, has no intention of cutting football practice short.

Some try to pull their hands up into their long sleeves for warmth but the coach will have none of it, instead taping the players’ cuffs up tight around their wrists. The players are nine years old. “Kids were freezing. Kids were sobbing,” recalls Brin Taylor, now a Grade 10 student at Jasper Place high school.

It wasn’t just his archaic drills and lack of common sense. The coach was a screamer, too.

“He yelled constantly. He was abusive,” says Taylor. “He told me I sucked. It was really unfair.”

Unfortunately, the coach in question still patrols the football sidelines in Edmonton. And while there are plenty of competent and caring coaches in schools, community sports programs, club teams and elsewhere, there are plenty of not-so-good ones still out there ruining the sports experience for young athletes.

Some are like Taylor’s old gridiron gestapo, who belittle and abuse their players, sometimes in private, other times in front of their teammates. Others sit young kids on the bench for games or even a whole season at a time. Others are only coaching to get their own children more playing time. Still others, through no fault of their own, are asked to coach because no one else wants to, and aren’t provided the proper training or support.

In the end, it’s the players who suffer, and if they’re treated badly enough, they’ll just quit. Plenty of them do.

“In almost every case, the dynamic between a coach and a player determines whether a player in youth sports continues,” says Al Price, a longtime Calgary baseball coach recently inducted into the Alberta Sports Hall of Fame. Price has put on clinics for over a million coaches, managers, players and parents.

“The No. 1 reason why kids continue is because they had such a great experience with their coach. And the No. 1 reason why they leave the game is because it just didn’t work out very well.

“Kids that don’t think their coach really cares about them, is hard on them, see themselves as being more important than the players and can’t communicate across all 12 kids … that’s why they pack it in.

“So, obviously, the coach plays a pretty important role in youth sports.”

The examples of brutish behavior go much further than Taylor’s former coach.

One U-14 soccer player interviewed by The Journal talked about a coach who constantly yelled and screamed at his players. It wasn’t uncommon for that coach to keep his players in the dressing room for more than half an hour after a loss — all the while berating them. Some of the players cried; others were unable to sleep.

Another junior high student talked about a coach who slapped one of his players — a girl — in the face during a game.

Then there was the Mill Woods Little League baseball coach who embarrassed his first baseman by hitting balls at him harder and harder in the pregame warm-up because the player had misplayed an earlier grounder. Finally the coach rolled a ball softly down the first-base line mockingly saying, “Maybe you can catch this one.” That was before the coach started yelling at a scorekeeper and some fans.

And then there’s the all-too-common examples of kids sitting on the bench and not getting a chance to play, like Donna Chapman’s son Fraser, who wasn’t playing on the J.H. Picard volleyball team until Donna spoke up and the school changed its philosophy, and actions.

But what prompts such misguided behavior and actions in the first place?

“There’s only one reason. To win,” says former Edmonton Oilers defenceman Dr. Randy Gregg, now Director of Medicine at the Edmonton Sport Institute and a volunteer coach.

“Because our goal is: if my school teams wins, then I’m perceived as a better coach. Because as good parents and coaches we think our child’s experience will be better and more fulfilling if we win rather than lose.

“It’s human nature but it’s also kind of sad.”

Most of those coaches don’t set out to act inappropriately and some may even believe that yelling and belittling their players will somehow make them better.

Legendary University of Victoria basketball coach Ken Shields believes that part of the reason there are coaches like that is because Canadians in general don’t value coaching very much. As a result we get volunteers who mean well, but really don’t know what they are doing and — at early developmental stages when instruction and learning is probably even more vital than it is at advanced stages — end up teaching things which are simply wrong.

“Most coaches are very well-intentioned. They just aren’t very well trained,” Shields says. “Everybody has a story about a good coach and a bad coach. I can remember every coach I ever had. I can’t remember the teachers.”

Shields, who has piloted a Leadership Coaching program while being a Master Coach with the Canadian Coaching

Association, says coaches who yell and scream do it out of personal frustration. “You get frustrated and take it out on the athlete because you haven’t been able to teach them what you want to get done on the court or on the ice.”

Kids, of course, will react to their coach’s anger in different ways.

“I’ve seen bad coaching destroy kids,” says Edmonton psychologist Steve Carter, who does a lot of work with children and families and who also taught school sports for 12 years.

“In sports, particularly in amateur sports, attitude and confidence play such big roles. If teams had winning attitudes more often they would win more often. And if they get down on themselves and start thinking they can’t do it, guess what, they can’t do it.”

Carter is also critical of coaches who only play their better players and sit the others on the bench, calling such a practice, especially in schools, “inexcusable.”
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Sitting on the bench is never fun for any athlete, young or old. But such a practice is commonplace throughout the world of sports, including amateur sports at the community level and in the schools. 

The chill effect of bench warming
Not everyone agrees that weaker players should spend some or most of their time sitting on the bench
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J. H. Picard’s volleyball team was struggling. Like most school sports teams, they played their best players almost exclusively while the others warmed the benches. Still, they kept losing.

That’s when Donna Chapman, who went to every game only to watch her son Fraser sit on the bench with the other subs but never get to play, decided it was time to speak up.

“It wasn’t about my son not playing,” says Chapman. “It’s that I thought in junior high school — particularly, I suppose, in a Catholic school, when you are talking about 13- and 14-year-olds, why wouldn’t you want to play all your kids? Elite six wasn’t what we signed up for.”

But that’s the way it is in the vast majority of school sports, club teams and even community-level teams. The best players play, the others sit. Start to finish, for the most part. Game after game. Even at very young ages.

When Chapman did what most parents are reluctant to do — complain — the result was something out of a Disney movie. J. H. Picard’s head of athletics, Serge Gaudreault, agreed with her and got the volleyball coach to start playing everyone. After finishing 17th out of 21 schools in an early-season tournament, J. H. Picard — playing all their players — ended up winning the city championship. Gaudreault wasn’t surprised. “If you want a winning team everybody has to be involved,” he says. “We had a young coach. I asked him if he thought everybody was happy. He realized they weren’t.

“If everybody is happy on the team you can do anything you want. When you practice there are 12 players. So when you play, there should be 12 players.”

Gaudreault’s and J. H. Picard’s philosophy, that everyone who makes the team plays, also was applied to their basketball teams. So did the results. The junior boys and girls teams both won city championships.

Chapman says she remembers one of the players saying they became a championship team not because six played but because everyone became true members of the team.

“It was so cool,” she says. “They all believed in it. The top six. Everyone. And it elevated everyone’s performance because nobody wanted to let anyone down.”

Still, what happened at J. H. Picard is the exception. Whether it’s hockey, football, volleyball or basketball, school sports — even at junior-high levels — are very much elitist.

Despite evidence to the contrary, Don Zabloski, physical education and health consultant with Edmonton Public Schools, says that during regular seasons of various school sports he feels “pretty confident that our coaches are (playing everyone).”

But none of the six Edmonton public high school athletic directors interviewed by The Journal says that anything close to equal playing time happens — or even that they could even promise any playing time at all.

“There are no guarantees,” says Modey Amerey, head of athletics for Strathcona high school. “I try to play everyone in exhibition games. During league games and playoffs, I play to win and some players may not see the court.”

Other athletic directors have the same viewpoint.
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J.H. Picard’s junior boys’ volleyball team won a city title this past season after the coach committed to playing all his players. 

At what level is benching OK?

“As our athletes get to the next level, competition increases, opportunity decreases,” says Scott Bezubiak, head of athletics for Ross Sheppard high school.

Rick Stanley, head coach of the Jasper Place high school senior boys basketball team, was also upfront. “There is no equal playing time. I don’t know of a high school that offers that. If you are the 13th man I’m not guaranteeing you one second of playing time.

“At the senior level, it becomes a little more elitist. Victories and winning become more important because you are talking about scholarships.”

It’s not just at the senior level. Young athletes are being benched at all levels and in all sports. Sometimes for the whole game. Some only get to play when the game is out of hand or out of reach, or if the opposition is weak. Others play regularly in the regular season, but don’t see the ice or court or floor or field come playoff time.

Then there are coaches who roll the lines for the whole game until the last few minutes in a close game, then put out their “stars.”

Such practices are widespread, but does that make them right? Not everyone seems to think so. Like Edmonton Oilers assistant coach Rob Daum, who also coached the University of Alberta Golden Bears to three men’s hockey national championships.

“If they are good enough to make the team, then they should play,” Daum insists. “Without question. At every level in minor hockey. Right through high school.

“It’s a game and they are there to play the game. They are there to learn the game. They are there to learn about dealings with teammates and all the things that go along with that.

“If you are outside the group that isn’t a positive experience.”

Dr. Randy Gregg, a former Edmonton Oiler and now Director of Medicine at the Edmonton Sport Institute, says coaches who bench kids because they aren’t as good as others have their priorities mixed up.

“If you have 10 kids in a math class and two of the kids are struggling, what does the teacher do? She spends more time with the kids that are struggling,” says Gregg. “But if you have 10 kids on a volleyball team and two of them aren’t very good, they sit at the end of the bench.

“If indeed the goal of teaching kids sports is to let everyone understand the thrill of participation, the thrill of success and the understanding of defeat, those two kids should play more, not less.”

Edmonton psychologist Steve Carter is particularly appalled that benching athletes is so widespread in the school system, where kids are supposed to be taught life lessons and values.

“Schools are for teaching kids and for developing children into adults,” says Carter, who also taught junior high and high school basketball and volleyball for 12 years. “To have a person on a school team sit on the bench… I wonder why these people (coaches) are even allowed to have a teaching licence.”

Carter has particular disdain for coaches who change their philosophy at playoff time, benching kids that had been playing regularly up until then.

“Suddenly winning becomes more important than what happens to individuals,” says Carter. “That kind of stuff makes me crazy because we can, and do, destroy some kids.”

Not only is sitting on the bench emotionally disturbing for kids, and often compels them to quit altogether, but it is also wrong for another reason, according to Daum and U of A phys. ed. professor Ian Reade. How do you know what a young person’s potential is unless you give them a chance?

“How can you predict how a kid is going to improve from the beginning of the season to the end of the year if he doesn’t get to play in games?” wonders Reade, who currently heading up a study on coaching: The Status of the Coach in Canada.

“With playing time that kid could get way better — if they got a chance to play.”

“The best player at age 10 is very rarely the best player at 16,” adds Daum. “There is just no way of telling.”

While some critics are opposed to benching at any level, others believe the practice is acceptable at more elite levels of sport, like high school, club, college or professional sports.

Longtime U of A basketball coach Don Horwood believes things begin to change in high school.

“In high school winning becomes more important,” Horwood says. “But there are still other parameters that decide playing time, like behavior and grades.

“At the university level our job is to win but again other things are more important: character, discipline, education and representing the University of Alberta at the highest level.

“But in junior high? Winning is not even close to being the most important factor.”

Brin Taylor, a star basketball player for Jasper Place high school, believes it’s important to make the distinction between junior high and high school.

“In high school it changes. There you play to win,” he says. “Some guys might only play once out of every four games. And then maybe only in the last five minutes.

“But everybody accepts it. We’re all brothers. We’re all friends.”

Administrator Zabloski of Edmonton Public Schools agrees — winning is important and the benchwarmers are on board.

“I think most kids would say they want to do as well as we can,” says Zabloski. “Even if that means the starting six or seven will play the majority of the time. ... Playing time, team strategy, systems … those are the coach’s responsibilities,” he adds. “Parents need to honour that. At the outset playing time, academic responsibilities, costs, how competitive the team is going to be need to be outlined.”

But how do the benchwarmers feel about it? They may want to win, but they also want to play.

“You can learn sitting on the bench, but you can learn a lot more by playing,” says Picard volleyball player Fraser Chapman.

“Kids aren’t happy sitting on the bench,” adds her mother Donna. “What is the point of it? Especially with 13 and 14-year-olds. Sure they want to do well. They all want to win championships. But not at all costs. I think they all feel they can contribute if they are given an opportunity.

“When coaches take that away they are missing the opportunity for the bigger picture of school community and development.
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”St. Matthew Lightning assistant coach Ignacio Haro talks with his goalie, seven-year-old Wayne Henke, during a Minor Hockey Week game last winter. Amateur coaches in hockey and other sports are generally volunteers. Does that need to change? 

Amateur coaches get no respect

Is it time to start paying our coaches, training them properly and making the kids’ experience better?

CURTIS STOCK 

The late comedian Rodney Dangerfield patented the “No respect” line.

But some experts suggest there’s a group of people even less appreciated than Rodney was: coaches. Particularly amateur sports coaches.

And because they get no respect, they get little or no money, little or no training and, in the end, it’s the athletes they coach who suffer.

“Coaches are so underappreciated; it drives me crazy,” says Ian Reade, a professor at the University of Alberta, who is currently undertaking the largest study of its kind on coaching.

“The impact a coach has on children is enormous. And so is the opportunity to screw up.”

Ken Shields, a longtime basketball coach who was made a member of the Order of Canada in 1998 for his contributions to amateur sport in our country, has spent a lifetime echoing those thoughts.

“The only people who have more influence on kids are parents. And sometimes (coaches) have even more influence,” says Shields.

“Not just as developers of skill but, hopefully, on the decisions they make in life as well as on the court or on the field: how to win; how to be respectful of officials, opponents and the game; how to compete; how to give your best effort with fierce passion but in a controlled manner and how proud you can be when you give that tremendous effort and focus.”

While few would argue with any of that, people like Reade and Shields believe the lack of respect and the lack of importance coaches are perceived to hold in Canada has meant that youngsters aren’t receiving an adequate level of coaching. They aren’t blaming the coaches themselves, but the system that doesn’t properly value or compensate them.

While, as Shields says, “I don’t think that anyone tries to be a ‘bad’ coach,” the lack of training given to coaches often makes it a self-fulfilling prophecy.

In other words, you get what you put in. If the recipe neglects a couple of important ingredients then don’t be surprised when the results don’t taste very good.

“For the most part, (coaching) is a labour of love in our country,” says Shields. “Here virtually anyone can coach. If you have a heartbeat, if you have an interest — and as long as you don’t have a criminal record — you can coach.

“There are still pockets of very good, dedicated coaches, but it is purely by accident or whether a school has an emphasis on sports.

“In many places you can’t get coaches. Fewer and fewer teachers are coaching. In B.C. it is even illegal to ask a teacher during an interview if they would be interested in coaching.

“If there is a strike the first thing that is taken away is extracurricular activities.”

So while sports holds an integral part in the education systems of countries like Australia, the United States, China and New Zealand, the same cannot be said about Canada, according to Shields.

“We say it is. But, from elementary to junior high and then from high school to post secondary, there is no place in Canada where sports has a high emphasis in the public system,” Shields says. “You wouldn’t hire an unqualified English teacher; kids in Canada get cheated.

“If we had a program where every elementary kid got to learn how to run properly, how to throw correctly, how to catch and jump and manage their bodies properly. … And if they did it for 25 to 30 minutes a day it would transform our society and the future medical costs would be hugely impacted.”

Don Horwood, who has coached the University of Alberta Golden Bears basketball team for 25 years and was honoured this year as Canada West coach of the year, says the irony of Canada’s sports system is the ones left to teach kids these fundamentals rarely know what they are doing.

“The system is topsy turvy. The least experienced people are coaching the least-experienced kids,” says Horwood.

“It’s when kids are young that they need the most building of self-esteem, when they need the most in the way of confidence. Kids are most malleable when they are young. That is the time to teach them the proper fundamentals and how to play the game.

“Yet that is usually the time when the coaches are usually the ones who are pressured into to it because nobody else will do it.”

While the problem of inadequate coaching is readily identified, what isn’t so identifiable is the solution. Reade says a step in the right direction is to pay all coaches, including in schools, Little League baseball, minor hockey and even community-level sports.

“Why not?” says Reade. “Would you expect to drop your kid off at the golf course for lessons and not expect to pay?

“So why is it OK to drop your kid off at the baseball diamond for a couple of hours and not expect to pay? What sense does that make?

“Parents will pay $250 for a hockey stick but why do they expect not to pay anything to the person who is spending all the time with their children on Saturday mornings and two or three nights a week? If baby sitters can get $8 an hour then coaches should charge $8 an hour too. ...

“Coaches in Europe get paid. They are also trained and certified. It’s an incentive to upgrade. It’s also more likely that you will get better coaches if you do have to pay.”
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Greg Olson conducts a Little League baseball practice at Millennium Place in Sherwood Park in late March. 

Olson hits home run with his ball players

There is nothing little league about East Park
coach’s abilities, no matter what season it is

CURTIS STOCK
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Greg Olson coaches Little League baseball, which in Edmonton has a season with a shelf life of eggs. Sometimes you get to play in April, usually May, and by the middle of June it’s over. Not for Olson. After the regular season and playoffs are over, Olson coaches the all-star team. And when that’s over he offers to keep coaching in August. And September. And October.

Not just his team. Any kid who plays for East Park Little League is welcome.

And do you think he’s done when it snows? Not a chance. Once a week, all winter, Olson rents Millennium Place in Sherwood Park so the players can practice indoors until it’s nice enough to start all over again outdoors.

Who, other than Mother Teresa, does something like this? For free, of course?

“I enjoy the long journey. If you are going to do something well, time and commitment are essential,” says Olson, a father of three, including twin boys who play on his Little League baseball teams. “To me the hunt is as good as the kill, and there is no better feeling then completing the journey with a successful outcome.”

But if you’re thinking success just means wins, think again.

“I love the building process — seeing athletes improve because of the time spent with them brings me great satisfaction,” he says.

“In a way, I feel this is my best way to give something back to the community I live in. Teaching life skills also brings me pleasure — as well as the fun and memories you have with the team.”

Quick. Canonize him. Or at least lock him up before he gets away.

“I’ve only seen him raise his voice once during a game. And he apologized for it afterwards,” said Mark Nolan, a director of East Park Little League, whose sons Joe and Nelson have both played for Olson.

“He knows what he’s talking about. The kids respect him because his knowledge of the game is based on real experience.”

Baseball has always been a big part of his life. When he was 11, he played on the Edmonton Hardisty all-star team that won the city and Western Canadian championships, went to nationals in Victoria, and came within inches of advancing to the Little League World Series in Williamsport, Pa.

“I sure remember a lot of the fun I had off the field with my teammates that year,” he recalls. “So I guess another reason I coach would have to be that I might possibly give one of my teams the same opportunity and then they would have memories about life that would also last forever.”

Olson has more coaching certificates than the New York Yankees have World Series titles. He’s also trained under some of the best coaches in Canada at more camps than he can remember, which is why he knows he has a lot to give to the athletes to help them improve their skills.

“He’s patient, he listens and he’s strategic in the way he coaches,” said Bill Kenneth, whose son Wes was coached by Olson the last couple of years. “He’s just an excellent, excellent teacher. He explains techniques to the boys and then has them demonstrate it over and over until they get it.”

But there aren’t many coaches like Olson around.

“Trained coaches are probably the most important thing that is needed for sports in Canada,” says Olson.

“Most coaches in Little League are parents that have played ball in the past, but don’t have a lot of coaching experience. Most coaches in junior and high school are teachers who already have a pretty big workload and don’t get paid extra for coaching after school.

“My hat is off to them all. They still go out and do it,” adds Olson, who has coached ball for 14 years and hockey for another seven years. “But there’s also a lot of people that could be good coaches, but they just don’t want to put up with the hassles a coach often gets — especially if the team is losing.”

“I think if more parents helped out and supported the coach fully in his decisions you would have more coaches wanting to coach,” offers Olson.

Instead, parents are usually the bane of every amateur coach.

“Over-zealous parents are the biggest problem,” says Clare Drake, who spent 29 years with the University of Alberta, coached with the 1980 Canadian Olympic hockey team, coached the World Hockey Association’s Oilers and was an assistant coach with the Winnipeg Jets.

“Too many have over-realistic expectations. They read about the million-dollar NHL contracts and they’re always thinking that’s where their little guy is going to go.

“They create a lot of problems before they find out their little guy isn’t going there.”
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Both Eskimos head coach Danny Maciocia, main photo, and Oilers bench boss Craig MacTavish, below, know what it’s like to feel the heat in Edmonton. 
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For pros, it’s all about
winning

What amateur coaches forget is the developmental aspect of sports they are involved in
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cstock@thejournal.canwest.com 

Dr. Randy Gregg remembers coaching a baseball game last summer — his players all under the age of 10, none particularly skilful and on the wrong end of a lop-sided score.

After the last swing was taken one of his players came up to him and asked: “Coach. What was the score?” Gregg told the youngster it was 26-3. “So. Did we win coach?” “I think that’s success because I think I taught him the passion for the game of baseball.

“Now if I was paying him a million dollars to play for the Toronto Maple Leafs it makes a lot of difference.” And there is the rub. In pro sports it’s all about winning. When dealing with kids there wasn’t a single coach outside of the school system — and The Journal spoke with more than a dozen — that believed winning should be close to the most important goal prior to high school.

Some, like Rob Daum, former University of Alberta Golden Bears hockey coach and now an Edmonton Oilers assistant, believe even then winning should never be the goal.

“You should always play the game to win. At every level. But that doesn’t mean you have to cheat somebody with ice time to play it to win,” he says, referring to the common practice of some teams — even junior high school teams — of not playing all their players.

“It doesn’t matter whether you win or lose. It’s the process. The winning and losing will all take care of itself.”

The problem comes when the line between amateur and professional sports blurs and winning becomes most important in amateur sports.

“Sometimes we forget that professional sport is a business and that means we win,” says Gregg. “If you are a professional athlete, it doesn’t matter if you cheat, if you hold a guy’s stick behind the net. … If you win you are successful.

“We should not believe that is our goal with kids.”

No one can argue that the importance of winning is heightened in pro sports, however. As such, pro coaches are easy targets for many fans and media. Fire Danny Maciocia. Fire Craig MacTavish. Fire whomever.

When a team doesn’t win it’s always the coach’s fault. Black or white. Nothing in between.

“It’s an open-book test and you are evaluated 82 times a year,” says MacTavish, head coach of the Edmonton Oilers.

“It’s a results-based business. A poor performance at this level in today’s game is short lived.”

Two years ago the Oilers were playing in the Stanley Cup final — a team with more magic than skill riding an emotional wave to within one game of nirvana.

MacTavish was a genius then. Did he suddenly become stupid? Obviously not.

Maciocia was the Eskimos offensive coordinator when the Eskimos won the 2003 Grey Cup. Two years later — his first as head coach of the Eskimos — he won another.

But the last two years the team has missed the playoffs and so, for some fans, 2005 may as well be two decades ago.

“That’s just the reality of professional coaching,” says Maciocia. “There is such a huge emphasis on winning right now. You don’t have the time to say, ‘Here’s a kid who has a bright future; we are going to take our time to develop him.’

“We are not in the business of waiting three or four years. It has to happen right now.

“People don’t remember that the two Grey Cups the team has won since I have been with them. They remind you that you haven’t made the playoffs the last two years.”

MacTavish and Maciocia are just two more moving targets with the fans and media holding the guns.

“Pro sports is not about coaching. It’s about optics,” says Ian Reade, a University of Alberta professor who is currently undertaking a huge study on coaching.

“It’s about what the owners think the optics are. If the fans loved him and his record was horrible he would stay. And if the fans hated him and he won all the time they would still fire him.”

Which is essentially what happened to Tom Higgins.

Higgins took over as head coach of the Edmonton Eskimos from Don Matthews in 2001, which was the first of three straight divisional wins including the Grey Cup in 2003.

But when a third-and-long, fake punt failed in the Western semifinal, Higgins was fired.

“At an amateur sports level if someone was fired over one play they would be sued,” says Reade. “There is no moral compass.”

“People are intrigued by winning,” adds Rick Stanley, athletic director at Jasper Place high school.

“At the professional level, of course, it’s all about winning. At all costs. People’s jobs depend on winning.

“At the university level it’s close to being that way, too.

“If the team isn’t winning, the university isn’t happy, the players aren’t happy, the fans aren’t happy. Programs are identified by a winning program.”

Yet, through all that, U of A volleyball coach Terry Danyluk, whose team just won its fifth national championship, remains “a big developmental guy.”

“The objective isn’t always to win a national championship, but to develop athletes that might go on to a national team,” he says.

But what Danyluk gets too often are high school graduates who, instead of being volleyball players, have been taught to be positional players. He’ll get setters and right-side hitters or liberos (designated backrow players).

That, too, is a result of high schools pigeon-holing players because they want to win rather than encourage development.

“They’ve learned very specific skills in one part of the sport, but they don’t know how to play volleyball,” says Gregg, a friend of Danyluk’s.

“Great coaches will teach kids how to win. But more importantly they will also teach them how to be great athletes before that.”

“Everybody wants to win,” says Danyluk. “It’s a big thing. We get it from TV. We get it from the NCAA. It impacts us all the way down the line.

“A lot of people doing coaching are fueled by that. Unfortunately, you rarely hear about athlete development any more.”
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