New Coach on the Block

By Lem Elway
Once you have secured a new position, plan to work hard in that first year to get off on the right foot. When taking leadership of a program, there is much to learn and communicate.

To start, establish relationships with as many people as you can:

• Meet with prospective athletes to introduce yourself and learn about their goals and objectives.

• If possible, meet with the former coach of the team to get his or her perspective on the history of the program.

• Meet teachers, counselors, and secretaries in the building to establish professional relationships.

• Establish lines of communication with parents who might be involved with your program in any way. Make sure there are multiple ways they can contact and communicate with you.

• Meet with local radio and newspaper outlets to introduce yourself and facilitate ways to satisfy their needs for information.

• Attend and be visible at as many school and community activities as possible to show your support for other programs.

• Meet with the booster club to get members’ sense of the program and begin to work on projects together.

• Meet with “feeder” coaches to provide leadership, information, and support for their programs.

• Talk to the principal and administration about the issues they see as important.

As you talk with people, find out the history of the sport at the school and any significant issues from the past. For example, understand why the former coach left and what people liked or disliked about him or her. Get a sense of whether the best athletes at the school are involved in your sport, and if not, why not. Find out how problems have been handled in the past and how parents have responded.

It’s also a good idea to understand the coaching dynamics in your new school. As time passes, you can put your personal touch on the program to reflect your style, but to start, follow the standards set by veteran coaches. For example, if tidy uniforms are important to the coaches of other sports, make sure your kids are tucking in their shirts and looking sharp. If coaches are supposed to lead individual booster clubs, then do so. If they are supposed to follow the lead of a booster club president, then don’t step on anyone’s toes.

Here are some other things to find out:

• Do the good athletes specialize or play multiple sports?

• What is the success level of other sports at the school?

• What outside influences in the community are related to athletics and your sport?

• Do players participate in club sports during the off-season?

• How strong is the involvement and support of parents?

• What is the expectation level of the program from the athletes, school, and community?

If there are assistant coaches to be hired, work with your athletic director to get the best folks on board. If possible, it’s great to have a veteran coach of another sport work as your assistant to help you with the details of the program. If you’re hiring all new assistants, conduct thorough interviews and check references. Beware of candidates who have children or relatives in the program or those who seem to have their own agenda.

With some background knowledge, start the season by communicating your expectations to athletes. Some coaches draw a line in the sand about rules, but when starting new, it often works best to set some guidelines, and then adjust gradually. Most important is to communicate everything well. As a new coach, your rules might contradict the past, and so you must use positive and diplomatic skills to make the transition smooth and constructive. Pick your battles carefully. Starting a new program means selling your procedures, expectations, and philosophy, which can’t be rushed.

Don’t assume anything. It’s easy to forget about all the little things that need to be addressed, but if they aren’t, frustration and anxiety can result. For example, when I took over here at Black Hills, I’d always allowed CD players on the bus, but not on the bench. Players brought them on the bench without my knowledge at first, and I was surprised. However, instead of getting angry, I quickly set the rules straight and explained why I banned CD players on the field and bench.

Another example is the role of seniors on a team. Some new coaches like to work only with the younger players and think toward the future. Here at Black Hills, I elected to work with the seniors and make them the leaders. Seniors often have a high level of anxiety with a new coach. My attitude was that, as long as they hustle, provide enthusiasm, and are coachable, I would find a playing spot for them. My top priority was to change the attitude of the program (which will eventually lead to higher performance levels) and I felt it would work best if the seniors could help me do this. Whatever you decide to do, remember that how you handle seniors is important.

It’s also critical to explain your expectations to parents. A parents’ meeting needs to occur a month or so before the start of the season, at which time you cover all aspects of your program’s operations, expectations, and procedures—including discipline procedures. This can easily become the most important meeting for your program and your leadership. It puts you in a proactive mode and opens the lines of communication. Parents must be relaxed and encouraged to ask questions, and they should receive good, clear answers. Parents can only support those policies they know and understand.

Sidebar: Interview Questions

Here are eight questions you should be prepared to answer as a coaching candidate:

• Why should anyone hire you?

• How are you different from other candidates?

• What can you offer to make a program better?

• What are your strengths?

• What are your weaknesses?

• How do you handle problems with parents?

• How do you deal with conflict?

• What is your coaching philosophy?�

