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"Come on. Come and get it," says Mike as he engages
in a playful game of Keep Away with a lively fifth grade
boy. Although the boy is hesitant at first, slowly and ever
so surely, he finds the courage to try to steal the soccer ball
from one of his new soccer coaches. He puts forth a good
effort, and just before he is about to give up, he snatches
the ball away from the coach. He smiles and the coach
smiles; for these two individuals the seeds of a relationship are being sewn. And when this same young athlete is
asked weeks later what he remembers about his coaches,
he pauses, and with an intense look in his eye says, "You
know what, I miss Mike."
In the corner of the field there are two fourth grade
girls congregating around a soccer ball, kicking the ball,
laughing and having fun. Nearby stands a couple of sixth
grade girls, watching and waiting. Shannon, a first year
university student introduces herself to the girls and soon
they are kicking the ball around; more connections are being made.
Brian is rather quiet. This is his first year as a university student and although he has played soccer and coached
junior high soccer, he is apprehensive. He is taking things
slowly. However, before long he is kicking the ball near
the goal with Cody. Cody is very interested in the goalie
position and with Brian's patient tutelage, Cody's interest
in this position will grow and although Cody enjoys a variety of positions, Brian will help to inspire Cody to pursue
his interest in being a goalie.
I watch these interactions as I kick the ball, shoot a
few goals, and playfully tease the players as they try to
catch me. Though I am neither a sixth grade teacher nor a
physical education teacher, this is my classroom and these
are my students. However, this year, unlike other years,
this classroom not only contains fourth, fifth, and sixth
grade students; it also contains three university students
enrolled in my Plymouth State University First Year Seminar Class. These students are here to learn about and experience the potential impact of organized sports on youth
development. This field will provide the backdrop for the
transformation of thinking that I hope will occur during
the next eight weeks.

The Birth of Living and Learning
Plymouth State University has recently reconstructed
its general education program and transformed it into a
more integrated, thoughtful and meaningful experience for
students. The courses that make up the new general education program are designed to excite students about learning
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and to give them a breadth of knowledge and experience
with different approaches to learning. Students begin their
general education experience with a course entitled, First
Year Seminar. The course description reads: "In a small
group (20-25 students), students explore in depth a topic
or problem chosen by the instructor to challenge them to
think from different perspectives and to practice various
skills. The First-Year Seminar challenges students to draw
connections between fields of knowledge and to consider
the importance of considering multiple discipline points
of view in resolving problems. Within the context of this
challenge, students and instructor will consider the nature
of knowledge, general education, and the academic community. A significant level of analysis is expected as opposed to simple presentation of facts and theories.
The FYS provided me with a unique opportunity to
bring both university and elementary students and children together in an outdoor classroom unlike the typical
outdoor classroom. We were going to experience youth
sports, not just read about it; interacting with families and
various community members, experiencing the numerous
trials and tribulations involved in youth sports, not just
read about them. The course question, "What are the potential effects of organized sports on youth development?"
would be explored inside and outside of the university
classroom.
In preparation for the FYS teaching experience, instructors were provided with multiple workshop opportunities that would help us to design and teach the course. The
term that kept coming up repeatedly was student engagement. Shortly after I determined the question that would
guide my first year seminar. I attended a lively and inspirational workshop presented by Lee Seidel, the Coordinator
of the Teaching and Learning Center at the University of
New Hampshire entitled, "Shaking up the Classroom: Active Learning in the College Classroom." As I listened to
what he had to say, I began to piece together parts of my
course. As a result of this workshop and others I attended, I
soon adopted the following as my creed for the underlying
beliefs that informed and guided my teaching of the FYS.
This creed comes from Thomas Angelo and can be found
in his article, A Teachers Dozen: Fourteen General, Research-Based Principles for Improving Higher Learning
in Our Classrooms. Angelo states:
A university education includes engagement in higher
learning. Higher learning is defined as an active, interactive process that results in meaningful, long-last-
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ing ?~~ges in. knowledge, understanding, behavior,
disg?~itipns,. appreciation, beliefs, and the like. The
keyt¢fJ:nsin this definition are meaningful, long-lasting, and changes. Higher learning is meaningful if the
learner understands and appreciates what is learned;
that means that something learned by rote but not understood would not qualify. By long-lasting, I mean
learning that will endure in accessible memory at least
beyond the end of the term. And changes here means
not simply the addition of knowledge but also the
transformation of ways of understanding and organizing the knowledge learned (pp. 3-13).
I was becoming

in-

creasingly convinced that a
successful
First
Year
Seminar
should
consist of
meaningful
engagement
through
dialogue and
joint construction
of meaning and
more over, a field experience opportunity would help to ensure
alternative forms of active learning would be taking place.
However, I kept thinking about the words of John Dewey
who said, "We do not learn by doing. We learn by thinking
about what we are doing." Consequently, I did not want
to create a field experience that did not inspire thoughtful
comtemplation and reflection; rather I envisioned one that
would provide the students with grist for their intellectual
mills.

Teaching On and Off the Field
I was well aware at the onset of the First Year Seminar
experience that I would not be able to involve all twentyfive first year students in the coaching experience. However,
my goal was to provide opportunities for my students
to engage in or at the very least observe how coaches plan
a practice and how they interact with the players, their
families and the community in general. Furthermore, all
25 university students were asked to conduct extensive interviews of a coach, a youth athlete, and observe a youth
sporting event. All of these assignments were based on a
of criteria I created and were related to the cours

players were genuine, respectful, and playful, all in my
opinion, necessary ingredients of the type of relationships
that should exist between coach and players.
At the very onset of the course, I made it clear that
youth sports are a family affair. As Shane Murphy (1999)
states in The Cheers and the Tears: A Healthy Alternative
to the Dark Side of Sports Today, "Youth sports have become a common and central feature for the American family" (p. l 09). Moreover, the way in which youth sports are
organized and conducted not only reflects family values,
they most often reflect the larger community's values and
priorities. A thoughtful coach clearly understands this and
uses this information to design a youth sports program.
This is not to say that the coach leaves all his beliefs and
values at home each day before coming to practice. However, success often lies somewhere in between; a compromise or negotiation of sorts. This negotiation between
community expectations and what the coach believes is
one of the many aspects of coaching that makes it challenging, complex, and meaningful work.
To help my students understand the important role the
family and community plays in organized sports, I shared
the letter that I send to all of my players and their families.
I put the letter on an overhead and gave the students an opportunity to deconstruct it, provide constructive criticism,
and question my intentions and overall philosophy of organized youth sports and how a coach can communicate
his beliefs and values to family members. This provided
us with a unique opportunity to integrate personal beliefs
with the various ideas we had read about in the various
articles and books about organized youth sports and their
effect on youth development. Later that day on the way to
practice, Brian said, "Moving from the book to the real life
experiences of coaching and back again, helped me understand that youth sports are really multi-dimensional."
One of the issues that came up repeatedly was the lessons one can learn by spending time in the stands alongside the spectators. I invited students to do this whenever
they could. I asked them to see if they could get a sense
of what value was placed upon organized sports and what
the community's expectations were in relationship to organized sports. To illustrate, I recall a time when one of
students came along to observe one of our soccer "'""'""'"
The student is a very outgoing and friendly
was very comfortable taking his place in
the families and talking to them abo
there, and anything else that
the conversation. H

lowing day, his colleagues were challenged to think even
more deeply and carefully about family, community, and
coaching beliefs and the impact they have upon children's
perceptions and actions as they pertain to youth sports. In
addition, the discussion in class that day helped me understand how embedded certain beliefs become over time
and how challenging it is to help students reexamine and
rethink prior beliefs and values.
Engagement
The goal, for this course was to actively engage students in the learning process. For the three students who
spent numerous hours helping me coach, the level of engagement was significant. Once we distributed the letter to
all the families, it was now time to prepare for practices,
look at our game schedule and begin to develop an overall
season plan. To do this, I asked for input from the students.
We discussed conditioning exercises, drills designed to develop skills, how to build team unity, and how we should
interact with the families who often stayed and watched
practices.
The students worked hard to get to know all the players and because of this many opportunities for relationships to be built. For example, Cody, a shy, introverted 4th
grader, developed an interesting late season relationship
with Brian, one of my university students who was also
shy and rather introverted. Cody had taken an interest in
the goalie position and Brian spent the majority of one
afternoon working with Cody, helping him develop some
of the skills necessary to be goalie. As I watched this interaction, it occurred to me the power a coach has over his
players and more importantly, how respectful we must be
of this power and use it to foster interest, excitement, and
passion for the game. Furthermore, at the end of practice
that afternoon, Cody's mother came over and talked with
Brian about what Cody was learning and what he could
do to continue to improve as a goalie. Moreover, as one of
Cody's friends told me several weeks later, "Whenever we
talk about soccer, Cody always talks about his friend Brian
and how good Brian is at soccer."
Mike, on the other hand, saw in Matt, one of my sixth
grade boys, a bit of himself. Both Matt and Mike had a
confident manner coupled with the desire to win. This desire to win was not explicit but rather it was subtle and it
never was so pervasive that it interfered with the reason we
were all there: to learn lessons about team work, have fun,
set goals, and work hard.
And then there was Shannon who proved to be a
wonderful role model for the girls on the team. I recall on
one chilly, fall afternoon, right at the end of a challenging
practice, looking over to see how both Cindy and Patricia
were doing. I was concerned about both of these girls, because they were really struggling to keep up with the rest
of the team and I knew that they could use some additional
Coaching In and Out ofthe Classroom Setting

encouragement. As I began to walk over to cheer them
on, out of the comer of my eye, I saw Shannon approach
them and begin to do just that; however, in all honesty, she
did a much better job than I could have done. As a consequence, Cindy and Patricia persevered. And after practice
that day, I am convinced that both Cindy and Patricia felt
good about their accomplishments; this , in my opinion, is
what build confidence and inspires individuals to give it
everything they have.
Voices From the Field
I have often said that one of the greatest gifts we are
given as teachers is the lessons we learn from our students.
After our semester in class and on the field these university students summarized their experiences:
"A coach should not make everything about winning.
It is important to be provided with an opportunity to get
to know a community and this coaching experience provided with me the opportunity to learn about a community
outside of the university community. Students across three
grade levels and of different genders can all get along. Although we addressed the coach as Dr. Buteau, we didn't
see him as a professor when he was coaching. Instead we
saw him as a parent, coach, and a member of the community. After coaching with him, I felt more relaxed to be
in his classroom. He served as a role model for positive
youth sports. Moving from book and university classroom
to the real life experience of this team has helped my understanding of sports to become multidimensional."
Virtually any teacher will tell you that there can be a
disparity between what you intend for the students to learn
and what they leave an experience remembering. As I sat
in the kitchen one evening I asked my daughter Jasmine to
tell me about some of the things she remembers from her
interactions with Mike, Brian, and Shannon. She said that
she felt they were "very good soccer players, friendly and
they liked to have fun. Oh and one more thing," she added.
"Did you know that Shannon lives with three other girls in
an apartment and they have to wear flip flops when they
take a shower ... that is just plain weird!"
Out of the mouths of babes.
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