"Sometimes It's The Coach Who Learns Most"

By Amy K. Noel 
It was our first practice, and already I was nervous about the first game of the season. For some players, it would be the first soccer game of their lives. For me, however, it would be the first game in which I wouldn't get a piece of the action. In all my years of soccer, never have I been content to sit on the sidelines. But Saturday at 11 o'clock would mark the start of an unforgettable season, and undeniably the most rewarding season of my life. 

"Is that 11:00 a.m. or p.m., coach?" 

"A.m., Kayla," I replied with a failed attempt to keep a straight face. She was, after all, just learning to tell time. 

Yes, on Saturday at precisely 11 a.m., I would coach 12 eager, bright-eyed 7-year-olds who were more interested in knowing how many petals a dandelion has than where the ball was. They had a lot to learn. So did I. 

I went into that season with enthusiasm and vigor, despite my amateur coaching skills. Being a rookie, I knew that handling a dozen second-graders for three chaotic hours a week would be challenging, but I was up for it. After that first practice, though, I was exhausted from trying to control and teach them. 

I had spent hours the night before making an ideal practice schedule and all for nothing. Instead, I was forced to think on my feet and adjust my plans to meet varied skill levels and attention spans. Each child had a unique and often hilarious personality that, as the season went on, I looked forward to seeing every week. I encouraged them and tried to be firm with them, although it was hard to hide a smile at their random renditions of "Shake Your Booty" and ecstatic screams of victory when one was picked to play goalie. By the end of our short season, my faith in the team and my love for them was unrivaled. One of the greatest lessons I learned from coaching was responsibility. During that summer, I became coach, surrogate parent, teacher and team mom, taking on the stressful tasks of each. My dormant maternal instinct awoke that summer; no boo-boo was small enough to escape my consternation. 

The eyes in the back of my head evolved, as it was my job to prevent any possible hazard. It was my job not only to ensure safety, but also to increase knowledge of the sport as well as enjoyment and love of the game. My role as coach went beyond teaching them how to dribble . It was also my duty to teach them to have a positive attitude and good sportsmanship. When my kids encouraged each other after mistakes and shook the other team's hands after every game, I felt I had taught them the most valuable lesson they could learn in sports. 

The stress of keeping order and safety despite the energy levels and short attention spans of my kids was teaching me patience as nothing else in the world could have. I asked. I commanded. I begged. I threatened them with laps. I even bribed them with the promise of letting them pick their own teams for a scrimmage. And when finally I gained their attention, I was lucky if I was able to keep it for more than 10 seconds. Patience isn't my thing 

I have always felt that patience is a virtue that I was not particularly blessed with. However, it can and must be learned. I was persistent in my quest to make the short time I had with them worthwhile. Frustration fixes nothing, and I know because my own display of it had absolutely no effect on my kids. So, instead of forcing boondoggle drills to work, I learned to problem-solve and find alternative solutions. Sometimes the best way to approach a problem is to attack it from another angle. 

I still, and always will, remember my first coach, Coach Clark. I find it pretty amazing that years from now, 12 people will look back and remember Coach Amy. It's an incredibly meaningful sentiment to be remembered, to have made a permanent mark in someone else's world. Without a doubt, the most valuable gift coaching gave me was that chance: the chance to have an impact on a child's life. 

Being a role model to my kids has truly been the greatest thing I have ever done. It has always been my dream to make a difference in the world, and by being a positive influence and inspiration to any one of those kids, I know I have done just that. 
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