Humility and Other Lessons Learned from Athletics
Michael Cozort
Having served as an educator for over 30 years, I have
learned a great deal about education and life. Well, perhaps
I have learned how much more I have to learn. In any case,
many of the things I have learned have been in the classroom or the school office, but the most important things
I have learned on the playing fields and courts of sport.
Athletics have taught me many things over the years: how
to lead, how to follow, how to accept being a role player
and not always the star, the value of teamwork and the
understanding that the whole is sometimes greater than the
sum of the parts. I have learned that there is great diversity
(not only ethnic and racial, but socio-economic as well)
among the players, opponents, officials and our coaches.

Perhaps my most important learning experience
in athletics was that those in authority, coaches
like I once was, often make mistakes and miss
opportunities to teach.
I've also learned that there is no guarantee of equity in
sports, as there is none in life. This awareness that life is not
always fair is an important lesson as we leave the world of
sports and enter the real world. I've learned there is justifiable pride that comes with mastering skills or, more to the
point, developing the discipline and effort that mastery
takes. Athletics have provided me intense lessons in how to
deal with the "thrill of victory and the agony of defeat." I
have learned to play for the love of the game, not the pursuit of victory nor for the love of a coach. Perhaps my most
important learning experience in athletics was that those in
authority, coaches like I once was, often make mistakes and
miss opportunities to teach.
It should have been the best of news. It was near the
end of September and I was just informed that I would be
the New Hampshire Superintendent of the Year. However,
I remember telling my colleague that I felt like a fraud. I
didn't get into the details at that moment, but I had recently had a troubling experience that shook me to the core.
I was out at a soccer game, watching our boys' team play
against a team that I had once coached. A parent from the
opposing team approached me and asked ifl remembered
her. Of course, I did. She played on the girls' basketball
team I had coached almost 20 years ago and I knew exactly
what she was going to say.
Those many years ago, I inherited a team that had won
perhaps three or four games in four years of girl's varsity
basketball. It was a great group of girls, some of whom
could play basketball, but none of them understood what it
takes to win at that level. I set about my task with energy
and enthusiasm. I was a young coach, in my twenties, but I
knew a bit about the game and was on a mission-to bring
them to the promised land of victories and the playoffs. It

was a challenging year, as we sought to overcome physical mistakes and minimize mental errors. We fought and
scraped for our five wins and suffered through our 12
losses. We laughed and cried as many high school teams do
when faced with the ups and downs of a season. However,
we had turned the program around and would post a 13-5
record the following year, with a trip to the playoffs ... a
turnaround in only two years. It was, by most measures, a
success story.
I have since learned that while it may have been a
success for some, I had missed the mark for at least one
and perhaps several others on that team. I had taught
them about basketball and how to win, but I missed
seeing the whole picture. The young woman was one of
our best players and certainly our best shooter. She was
also one of the kindest and most polite girls on the team.
What she reminded me of when I saw her 20 years after
being her coach was an incident during that season. We
were playing a regional rival, a team that we could beat. It
was late in the game and we were leading by a few points,
and the other team was pressing us. The girl I speak of
was inbounding the ball and made a turnover, giving the
other team a basket. During a timeout, I spoke to the
offender, referring to her as a "mental midget." It was a
jibe we had used in practice as we sought to reduce those
mental lapses, but its use at that moment was terrible, the
time and place completely inappropriate. We won that
game and I later apologized, but I didn't realize I lost
that girl that day. It wasn't until she saw me that September afternoon almost 20 years later and recounted the
incident and the exact day it happened. Wow, the hurt
that comment must have created for her to remember
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it so vividly for so long. It was a painful day for me, and
deservedly so. A young and immature coach had lost sight
of what is really important. It is one of the things that I
am least proud of and would love a chance to "do over."

kanji (borrowed from the Chinese writing system) that
make up the verb "to listen'' is particularly enlightening. It
looks like this:

It is not about test scores or winning games, it is
about listening to our students with our hearts as
well as our heads.
This story is shared not simply as a catharsis for me,
although I do plead guilty on that count. But I offer it as
an object lesson for the thousands of coaches and teachers who devote their time to our students. Our work is not
simply about our course content or the knowledge of the
game, and certainly not about winning. It is about relationships. It is not about shaping bodies, it is about shaping
minds ... and sometimes we as coaches and teachers have
far more to learn than our students.
Our children learn in many different ways and we
must learn to motivate them in a manner that best fits
their learning styles. Despite the one-style-fits-all mantra
of No Child Left Behind, we (the educators, perhaps not the
politicians) know that everything cannot be quantified. It is
not about test scores or winning games, it is about listening
to our students with our hearts as well as our heads. Several
years ago, I visited Japan as part of the Fulbright Memorial
Fund Program. It was interesting to note that, while we are
trying to "catch" the Japanese in recent science and math
(TIMMS) comparisons, they are concerned that they are
falling behind us in creativity and individuality. Theirs has
not been a culture that celebrates diversity or values differences. Recently, however, there has been a great deal more
emphasis on listening with the heart. In fact, the Japanese

Ear
Eyes
Undivided
Attention

Heart

On the left side is the character for the ear, representing listening with the head. On the right side, the
characters represent higher order listening skills including
listening with your eyes (watching body language), giving
your undivided attention (something many Japanese feel
few Americans accomplish) and listening with the heart.
Are you listening to all of your students with just your ears,
or are you using your eyes and your heart as well?
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