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Abstract

The coach of an athletic team plays an integral role in the lives of the student athletes 

with whom he or she is involved, not only as the leader of the team, but also in the 

development of the athletes as they progress from adolescence to adulthood. This dual 

role can lead to some very positive benefits for the coach and the athlete. However, there 

can be some very negative aspects of coaching when dealing with teenagers, parents and 

fans. In this descriptive case study, I personally interviewed several coaches from a 

Midwestern high school about their experiences as a coach, both the joys and the pains. 

The responses give clear insight into the world of the high school coach.
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Chapter 1 -  Introduction 

Sports have always played an integral part in nearly every student's high school 

career, whether out on the field or court as a member of the team; on the sidelines as a 

cheerleader, dance team member or trombone player; or simply in the stands cheering on 

their favorite team. In fact, it occasionally appears that high school is a forum for sports, 

and what goes on inside the classroom is secondary to athletics. It is difficult to imagine 

the years of pre-college education without sports in some form or another. Indeed, as 

Martin, Dale and Jackson (2001) state “Participation in organized youth sports is an 

accepted part of childhood development in the United States” (p. 197).

Participation in Athletics 

Every year more and more students participate in sports while attending high 

school. During the 2006 - 2007 school year, 7,324,910 students participated in athletics 

according to the National Federation of State High School Associations (NFHS) (NFHS 

Participation Figures, 2008). In fact, the NFHS web site lists 48 sports in which students 

participated during the 2006 - 2007 school (NFHS Participation Figures, 2008). The 

Minnesota State High School League, the governing body for high school athletics in 

Minnesota, designates 42 official sports being played at high schools in the state, with 8 

of these being adaptive sports (adapted for players with disabilities) and 19 of them sports 

for girls (MSHSL Sponsored Sports). The Title IX Initiative, which requires that there be 

an equal number of girls’ sports as well as boys’ sports, has increased the number of 

sports available to girls and young women and adaptive sports have made sports available 

to those students unable to participate in mainstream sports.



The role that sports plays is especially significant among female athletes. 

“Students surveys indicated that participation in sports positively correlated with body 

image, perceived physical competencies, gender identity, global self-esteem and other 

psychosocial variables” (Richman & Shaffer, 2001, p. 191). Another study suggests that 

participation in sports benefits all students:

Students who participated more in sports had higher grades, higher Carnegie 

units, higher self-esteem, and higher educational aspirations. Participating 

students spent more time on homework, applied to more universities, and 

experienced higher parental expectations. TAP (total athletic participation) was 

also positively related with watching TV. (Marsh & Kleitman, 2003, p. 207)

Role of the Coach

For all of the millions of students participating in these activities, there must be a 

smaller number of dedicated adults who are willing to provide the student-athletes with 

guidance and direction as they participate in their events. These are the coaches. 

Definition of Terms

Webster defines a coach as “...b: one who instructs or trains <an acting coach>; 

especially : one who instructs players in the fundamentals of a competitive sport and 

directs team strategy <a football coach>" (Coach, n.d.). In other words, a coach is the 

person who is there to assist the players in learning the skills required for the game and 

the rules and strategies of the game. Often, the coach must also be able to instruct the 

group in team play, sportsmanship, and the general ethical and moral considerations 

necessary to participating in a high school sport. “Coaches often influence whether the 

youth sport experience is positive” (Martin, Dale, & Jackson, 2001).
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Coaches have other responsibilities as well. They are looked upon as role models, 

supervisors and even occasionally as surrogate parents. They must plan and schedule for 

practices and games, make travel arrangements, coordinate fund raising, etc. It is often 

the coach’s responsibility to make sure the players are eligible to play according to the 

rules that govern that particular sport. Coaches are also expected to be trained in first aid 

and injury care (Bloom, Loughead, & Newin, 2008).

Coaches are frequently teachers who take on the extra responsibility of directing 

these students outside of their regular teaching duties (Millslagle & Morley, 2004). 

Occasionally, the coach is a parent of a player. Although this is rare in the high school 

setting, it is very common with the athletes at a lower level. The coach may also be a 

person not directly affiliated with the school, but someone who has a special expertise in 

that particular sport.

Statement of Purpose

The purpose of this paper is to examine the intricacies of coaching at the high 

school level and will focus on coaches from three main perspectives:

1. What motivates a person to become a coach?

2. What are the benefits from athletics to both the coach and player?

3. What are some of the stress factors involved in coaching?
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review 

As stated earlier, this paper will focus on three main areas: why a person coaches, 

what are the benefits to both the players and the coaches of taking on this task, and what 

are the major stress factors in the lives of coaches.

Reasons for Coaching

Love of the Game

People become coaches for various reasons. Many coaches get involved in 

coaching because of a background in and/or love of a certain sport. In an interview in 

2001, a successful high school football coach, Vinnie O'Connor of Queens, NY, was 

questioned about why he coached. “Football enriched my life so much at a young age that 

I wanted to do the same for other kids” (Weber, 2001, p. 42). Other research also 

indicates that people become coaches so that they can stay involved in a sport that they 

themselves played when they were younger (Drake & Herbert, 2002). Furthermore, 

coaching gives these people a chance to give back to the community and to develop the 

love of the sport in younger generations (Martin, et.al., 2001). Millslagle and Morley 

(2004) feel that some people go into the teaching profession to get the opportunity to 

coach: “The researcher can speculate that aspiring teacher/coaches enter education 

because they want to be provided the opportunity to coach and teach, suggesting that 

recruiting and retention of teachers may be related to the opportunity to coach” (p. 121).



Part of the Profession

Teacher and coach. Some teachers believe that it was necessary for them to coach 

in order to make themselves more likely to be hired (Drake & Herbert, 2002). In fact, in 

many cases coaching has come to be considered a typical part of the high school 

teacher’s job. “Many educators, including health and physical education teachers, are 

involved in coaching” (Millslagle & Morley, 2004, p. 120).

Conflict between coaching and teaching. However, being a teacher and a coach 

can have its drawbacks. One of these drawbacks has to do with conflicts within the dual 

roles of teacher and coach. “The results indicate a decrease in commitment of time, 

effort, value as a teacher, and enjoyment in teaching occurring in-season as compared to 

the off-season” (Millslagle & Morley, 2000, p. 82). In fact, in their 2004 research, 

Millslagle and Morley found that this conflict generally leads to a diminished effort in the 

teaching area and a focus on the coaching. Drake and Herbert (2002) find that a part of 

this is what they refer to as role conflict. While there are many possible causes of this 

type of role conflict, they found that having “one set of expectations for their teaching 

job, and a different and conflicting set of expectations for their coaching position” is a 

major contributing factor (Drake & Herbert, 2002, p. 175). All too often, this can lead to 

a coach experiencing burnout, which will be discussed later in this chapter.

However, other research indicates that many coaches have no problems with this 

type of role conflict: “Conversely, over the academic year, teachers-coaches indicated 

that they devoted more time to teaching, were valued more by others equally as a teacher- 

coach, enjoyed both roles equally, and applied more effort in teaching” (Millslagle & 

Morley, 2000, p. 85)
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Qualification. Not all teachers coach. A coach must be qualified, willing and 

motivated to do the job and most importantly, prepared to take on the role of a leader. As 

Ken Mannie states:

This is the true essence of leadership: Influencing human behavior, bringing 

everyone together for a common cause, delegating responsibility, taking 

ownership of the program, and working with a purpose. As coaches, we all aspire 

to be great leaders. We want to emulate those coaches whom we admired, 

followed, and thought of as great leaders. People follow a leader whose vision 

inspires them and adds meaning to their lives. That vision helps people see past 

toady and into a bright future. Everyone wants to be motivated to aim for 

something higher than what they believe can be achieved. Your athletes look to 

you to as being a difference maker. They want something better; they just don’t 

know how to get there. You are there to help them clear the path. (2005, p. 70) 

Title IX.

A major change came to athletics in 1972, when Congress passed legislation to 

bring about equality in education. One aspect of this, called Title IX, mandated that equal 

opportunities be given to both boys and girls for athletics in the high school and college 

settings. In fact, the participation of girls in the sports has increased greatly since the 

passage of this legislation (Hardin & Greer, 2009). These increased opportunities for girls 

have also led to increased opportunities for women to get involved in the coaching 

experience. In fact, much of the research shows that the involvement of the coach is 

critical to the development and motivation of the female athlete. As stated by Kipp and 

Amorose (2008), “The behaviors coaches engage in help to create a motivational climate,
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which appears to be a critical element in influencing need satisfaction and motivation” (p. 

109).

Benefits to Coaches and Athletes from Sports

Athlete Enrichment

Some coaches see coaching as purely a way to develop the athlete and athletic 

ability (Hansen, Gilbert, & Hamel, 2003). However many coaches get involved because 

they believe that the sports enrich their students’ lives, and this in turn leads to 

enrichment in their own lives. Famous New York high school football coach O'Connor 

agrees: “I know you can enrich young people’s lives through coaching. That would be 

my philosophy - getting young people to believe in themselves. I enjoyed dealing with 

young people and I loved the aura of the sport” (Weber, 2001, p. 47). Others agree. 

“Teaching and coaching in physical education and athletic settings is a profession 

offering many rewards in terms of the potential for impacting on children and youth in 

positive ways. (Mavi & Sharpe, 2000, p. 162). Many coaches, as well as parents, see 

athletics giving them a chance to instill positive values in to the lives of their children 

(Lumpkin, 2008). Indeed, the coach becomes not only a teacher of the sport or game, but 

also a teacher in life (Lumpkin, 2008; Martin, et.al., 2001).

Personal Benefits

Other coaches see benefits in their own lives. Coaching can be a challenge that 

can help them develop new skills and further their own personal development. As Intrator 

& Siegel (2008) state:
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Coaching, by nature, provides a unique and authentic opportunity to focus on 

developing a range of supercognitive (sic) skills. Successful coaches must be goal 

setters, communicators, and planners. They need to be able to take charge and 

build a sense of teamwork and camaraderie. Effective coaches must learn to 

develop the capacity to think strategically and plan deliberatively. They must 

learn to execute plans across time and simultaneously perform in a context that 

demands quick judgments, initiative-taking, and improvisational thinking.

Coaches must motivate themselves, inspire others, and create conditions for their 

players to learn about themselves. Coaches practice and deploy many of the skills 

indispensable for success in the classroom and the world of work. (p. 18)

Stress Factors in Coaching 

As with any other job, there are many stress factors involved in coaching. 

However, these factors have some significant differences when considering the nature of 

coaching. Unlike many professions, the coach is expected to answer to a large number of 

people, including parents, fans, boosters, athletic directors, principals and the athletes 

themselves (Scantling & Lackey, 2005). Because the athletes involved are students, there 

are risks involved in taking on coaching that may not be involved in other professions. 

This section will focus on three areas: challenges posed by dealing with the athletes, 

challenges posed by dealing with the parents, and other challenges dealt with in the 

coaching profession.

Challenges with Athletes
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As with any other practice involving children (and their parents), coaches also 

have many difficulties associated with the job. Many of these problems come from the 

fact that the coach must select the players on the team and determine their role on the 

team. “Coaches frequently face challenges related to team selection, assignment of 

positions and athlete roles, distribution of playing time during games, and replacement of 

athletes who are injured or have quit” (Gilbert, Gilbert, & Trudel, 2001b, p 42). This also 

leads to conflicts with parents, as will be discussed below.

Behavior. The fact that these athletes are young and immature can have a strong 

impact on how a coach must deal with them. “The actions and attitudes of athletes can 

negatively affect team dynamics and performance if left unaddressed” (Gilbert, Gilbert,

& Trudel, 2001a, p. 30). In this article, Gilbert and his colleagues discuss four ways that 

athlete behavior can affect the team. “The coaches in this study identified four specific 

athlete-behavior issues that require attention: attendance, discipline, focus and morale” 

(2001a, p. p.31).

Discipline. Probably the biggest problem facing a coach today is disciplining the 

young athlete. Although discipline can cover a wide range of topics, Gilbert, et.al., 

defines this as “dealing with athletes who disrespect coaches, teammates, officials, or 

opponents” (2001a, p. 31). Respect comes on many levels. Listening to the coach, 

following team rules, obeying the rules of the game and sportsmanship are some of the 

many examples of respect, and some of the issues with which coaches must deal (Conner, 

2002).

Dr. Connor further describes the efforts that coaches must go through to enforce 

discipline: “Coaches spend considerable time building team morale, ethical behavior, and
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positive attitudes. The good of the team must be placed before personal desires, personal 

goals, and accomplishments” (2002, p. 27). Many of the problems arise because, as Dr. 

Connor puts it, “The athlete feels that he is superior to everyone else. Other athletes may 

get caught, but not him” (2002, p.28).

This can put the coach in a very difficult position. “The suspension of a player 

may affect the entire management of the team. Suddenly the coach may not have enough 

players to conduct good practice sessions or replace a suspended key defensive player” 

(Connor, 2002, p. 29). This type of ethical dilemma has effects on the whole team. As 

one of the coaches interviewed by Dr. Drewe in her 2000 study put it:

You have rules for teams. These rules should be consistent with all players in the 

program. Now, player A misses or is late for two practices and you are in a big 

game on the weekend and that player has a big impact. Ethically, you should not 

start him and discipline him for the two practices, but on the other side are you 

hurting the team’s chances of winning by doing that, and should you have some 

other form of punishment to off set that? (p. 148)

This type of dilemma often leads to the coach not disciplining at all or passing on 

the discipline to others. “Some coaches do not feel comfortable dealing with discipline 

problems, either because they prefer to focus on other issues or because they do not view 

themselves as effective disciplinarians” (Gilbert, 2001a, p. 32).

Illegal activities. An area of increasing concern is the use of illicit and illegal 

substances. Where this used to be primarily use of alcohol, steroids have taken on a 

greater concern for the athletes and coaches. A student-athlete states, “Guys that do 

drugs, or whatever steroids, I think they know it’s wrong. But they’re... they just wanna
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do whatever, like, to improve themselves” (Drewe, 2000, p. 154). From the coach’s 

standpoint, however, there can be no question about this issue.

It is the coach’s responsibility to look after the well-being of their player and the 

facts are that these things are dangerous to a person’s health long term or even 

short term and any gains, personal gains, that can be achieved by the use of 

performance-enhancing drugs are simple(sic) not worth the risk. It is the coach’s 

responsibility to make or influence that decision. Like, I would not tolerate 

players doing that on my team. (Drewe, 2000, p. 154)

Sexual tension. Another possible area where conflict may arise between a coach 

and a player is in the area of “appropriate behavior.” Much has been made about sexual 

harassment recently, and it can be very difficult for a coach to tell where he/she can draw 

the line. “You want to comfort the athlete or you wanna say ‘hey... good job’ and you pat 

them on the back, you put your arm around them, or grab them by the arm, whatever. It 

can be perceived from the outside as sexual harassment... it can be perceived as a very 

uncomfortable feeling” (Drewe, 2000, p. 150). Weirsma & Sherman (2005) share this 

concern:

Some coaches expressed concerns about avoiding sexual abuse allegations when 

instructing, consoling, or celebrating with children. One provided a specific 

example of how he was challenged with maintaining the perception that touching 

children (e.g., hugging, carrying, providing “hands-on” instruction, assessing 

injury) is an appropriate and desirable coaching behavior. (p. 328)
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This struggle is usually perceived as being between a male coach and female 

athlete, but can work with any coach-athlete combination. As a female coach in Dr. 

Drewe’s study put it,

What I want to say is that a potential ethical struggle I guess for all coaches is 

inappropriate behaviour(sic) with athletes... I think that this is a huge dilemma 

that many coaches will face. It is obvious that some coaches are going to be 

attracted to their athletes and vice versa. (p. 150)

Injuries. Dealing with injured players can also be a concern for the coach. Not 

only is a coach concerned with getting the player the proper treatment and determining 

when or if the athlete will be ready to play again, but also worrying about the possibility 

of getting sued for not doing the job properly (Is fear of litigation against coaches a 

problem in youth sports?, 2006). This challenge often comes up with parents more than 

with the athletes, and leads into the next section.

Challenges with Parents.

Parents can become another problem for the coach, often a bigger problem than 

their athletes. Weirsma & Sherman (2005) discuss this issue in detail in their research:

In each of the five focus groups, the first and most fervent area mentioned when 

asked about areas of difficulty was “parents.” Unequivocally, coaches felt 

unprepared to deal with parental behaviors and believed that the coaching 

experience would be significantly improved if they had preparation in this area. 

Topics that coaches discussed most frequently included parent intensity, emphasis 

on winning, politics, diplomacy, and lack of game knowledge. For example, most
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coaches felt the intensity level exhibited by some parents was inappropriate for 

the level of competition. (p. 327)

Politics. They go on to say that “Coaches discussed that dealing with parental 

politics was a major issue during their early coaching careers. Coaches were unprepared 

to answer such questions as, “Why isn’t my kid playing more? Playing a certain position? 

Involved in key plays?” Coaches also discussed parents' inabilities to determine the 

appropriate time to discuss issues with coaches and a lack of knowledge of game rules 

and strategies as problematic issues. (Weirsma & Sherman, 2005, p. 328). Gilbert, et.al, 

go further stating:

“Coaches must be prepared when the interactions of parents with athletes, 

coaches, officials, or administrators become negative. Such problems are 

infrequent in youth sports; however, when they do occur, they typically are severe 

and can have a negative impact on the entire team. Disagreements are generally 

related to a coach’s on-the-field methodology. The most frustrating manifestation 

of this problem is when a parent angrily confronts a coach immediately after a 

game” (2001b, p. 43).

Parent expectations. One of the difficulties with parents seems to lie in the fact 

that they have expectations for their athlete’s career, expectations that often go far 

beyond the athlete’s own abilities (Docheff & Conn, 2004). Still other parents have 

different ideas of their child’s ability, which can lead to conflict between parents. As 

Drake and Herbert put it: “one parent may express the expectation that the coach should 

provide playing time for all team members, while another parent expects the coach to 

play only those players who will maximize the team's chance of winning” (2002, p. 179).
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And, when a child fails to live up to the expectations of the parent, the coach becomes the 

target of the parents frustration (Is fear of litigation against coaches a problem in youth 

sports?, 2006).

Violence. This frustration is leading more and more parents to use violence to 

solve their problems. As Miller, et.al, put it: “In today's hyper-competitive environment, 

parent-coach confrontations are becoming much more prevalent. Apparently parents 

think it is their right to have regular, sometimes inappropriate, contact with coaches.

More often these confrontations go beyond their original intent, at times leading to 

violence” (2006, p. 44).

Docheff and Conn (2004) have researched hundreds of cases where parent 

conflicts with coaches, officials and even the players themselves have lead to conflict. 

They feel, based on anecdotal evidence, that this type of behavior is on the rise. Clearly, 

if a coach is concerned about his/her safety, there is some level of stress involved. 

Winning at All Costs

Arguably the biggest stress factor on a coach, especially at the high school and 

college levels, is the pressure to win, to have a successful team. “It seems that a win-at- 

all-costs attitude has become common in high school athletics. Based on anecdotal 

reports, fans and parents often seem to have unrealistic expectations for the coaches of 

their children” (Miller, et.al, 2006, p. 42). Coaches who don’t win, don’t keep their jobs.

This leads back to many of the problems with the parents and the athletes. Some 

parents do not feel the team will win without their child on the field. Other parents want 

their child to play, regardless of how this will affect the team’s chances of winning.
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Athletes who feel they are better than their peers push for more playing time and less 

time for the other players (Miller, et.al, 2005).

Burnout

These stress factors can often lead to what is commonly referred to as “burnout.” 

Drake and Herbert define burnout as a state of emotional exhaustion caused by excessive 

psychological and emotional demands”

Chuck Struhar (2003) also recognizes the symptoms:

You have been coaching for years and have had your up and down seasons. You 

have enjoyed what you have been doing. But times seem to be changing. That 

spark just seems to be missing. It is making you wonder. Something just doesn’t 

seem right. There are some signs- very noticeable signs- that is might be time to 

either step down or make changes in your approach to coaching. (2003, p. 38) 

Once a coach has reached the stage of burnout, very little can pull him/her back to 

the bench. The stress factors that led a coach to this point do not just go away, and if the 

coach is unable to deal with these factors, it seems the only answer is just to step away 

from the game (Drake & Herbert, 2002).

Summary

There are many other stress factors that can influence a coach. Finding time for 

family and fundraising are two more examples. However, this paper will concentrate on 

only those factors that were discussed above. This research is intended to show anecdotal 

evidence of all of these factors in coaching. It is hoped that a greater understanding of the 

positive and negative aspects of coaching will help support future coaches, both in their 

making decisions about becoming a coach and in making preparations for the task.
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Chapter 3 - Methods

This research is designed as a descriptive case study. The purpose is to examine, 

using information gathered from the participants, actual examples of the factors involved 

in coaching as defined in the literature review.

Participants

The coaches selected for this study were the head coaches of their respective 

varsity sports at a Midwestern high school. The 21 people who coached a varsity sport at 

that particular high school were approached in person by the author and asked if they 

would be willing to participate in the study. Nine of the 21 coaches expressed an interest 

in being interviewed. Although this seems like a small sampling (less than half), most of 

these coaches coached more than one team, meaning that more than one-half of all of the 

sports teams at this particular school were covered. Of these nine coaches, four were 

female and each of these coached two sports. For more detail on the participants, see 

Table 1.

Procedure

Each of the coaches was interviewed in a one-on-one, face-to-face meeting during 

April and May of 2003. The author used a format of open-ended questions designed to 

elicit responses from the coaches. The interviews were recorded and later transcribed 

verbatim. A list of questions (Appendix A) was used by the interviewer to assist in 

directing the interview. Participants were not given this list. Participants were encouraged 

to elaborate on the questions and give personal examples of experiences based on the 

questions. Additional questions were asked to follow-up on the answers or to provide 

more detail on a particular answer. Each initial interview lasted between one and two
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hours. Upon review and comparison of the answers and results, a second interview was 

conducted with some of the participants for additional follow-up. In addition, a further 

follow-up was conducted in April of 2009 with three of the coaches, coaches 2, 5 and 8. 

These coaches were selected due to their recent experiences with parent problems. 

Additionally, coaches 4, 6 and 7 were interviewed again to discuss the fact that they had 

resigned or been terminated since the original study was conducted.

Results were compared among the participants and analyzed for trends and 

common themes. The author then assigned each coach a random number for anonymity.

Demographics

Table 1 lists the pertinent demographic information for the nine coaches 

interviewed.

Table 1
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Coach
Years Coached 

as Head or 
Assistant

Sports 
participated in 

high school

Did Coach 
play the sport 

in HS

Teacher
(yes/no)

1 13 2 yes yes

2 19 3 yes yes

3 16 3 yes yes

4 18 3 yes yes

5 24 3 yes yes

6 8 1 yes yes

7 6 2 no yes

8 15 4 yes yes

9 9 2 yes yes



Each of the coaches interviewed has a strong coaching background. Coaches have 

an average of 14+ years of experience as either head or assistant coach, with only three of 

the nine coaches having less than 10 years of experience. In addition, each of the nine 

coaches has experience as a player in either their own sport or some other sport while in 

high school. Only one coach had not played the sport while in high school and this was 

only because that particular sport was not played as a varsity sport when the coach was 

still a high school student.

All of the coaches interviewed were teachers. In fact, only three of the 21 varsity 

coaches were not teachers, and of the remaining 18 coaches, only one taught at a different 

school than the one at which he was coaching.
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Chapter 4 - Results

Based on the responses from the coaches, the results are organized into several 

different areas: reasons for coaching, benefits of sports for the students and the coaches, 

stress factors in coaching, and expectations for the future.

Reasons for Coaching

Love of the Game

During the interview process, all of the coaches indicated that they have a strong 

love of the sport they are coaching and for sports in general. Their passion for the sport 

and the experiences they had while participating were the biggest reasons for them to 

continue with the sport as a coach. In fact many of them felt that only through their 

experiences as a player could they really be an effective coach. As coach 3 states:

I played (in college). It's one of my favorite sports and I really felt like I knew the 

sport and felt like I could add something to it . . .  to coach a varsity sport I think 

you really had to play it or really be involved sometimes to know, you know, or to 

be respected by the community or the kids.

In addition to a love of the game, however, there were a number of additional 

influences that were described by the coaches as being involved in their decision to 

coach.

Sharing Experiences

Because of their own personal experiences, they have a desire to share these 

experiences with a new generation of athlete. “I can pass on my knowledge and love of 

the game to the next generation, keeping the sport alive” (coach 3). Coach 4 agrees,



saying “I enjoyed participating in sports in both high school and college. My track coach 

inspired me to become a coach. I wanted to be able to give the kids some of the same 

insight and support that I received from him."

Spending Time with the Athletes

Another response from every coach as to why they became a coach involved 

spending more time with the student athletes:

I love the kids. Over the years they keep me young. Watching them mature over 

their time with me and seeing how they grow from kids to young adults is better 

than any win/loss record we might achieve. (coach 5)

I really enjoy working with young people. That was my reason for becoming a 

teacher and being a coach gives me the extra opportunity. I get to know these kids 

on a personal basis, rather than just one of 30 faces in my classroom. (coach 8) 

Kids never cease to amaze and surprise me. Coaching gives me an extra chance to 

get to know them better. Every year I get a new bunch to mold and shape, and 

they just keep showing me that most of the kids here are wonderful. I wish the 

media could see my kids, and not the ones who are always in trouble. (coach 6) 

Title IX

Each of the four female coaches also stressed the fact that they want to help the 

female students develop in their sports now that they have the opportunity to do so:

I participated in the 70’s and girls’ opportunities have grown just great, the 

uniforms, schedules, school recognition have all increased where I think most 

girls don’t even think about not having equality and this is a good thing but I think
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that the past should be shared. We can’t afford to back down on equality, (coach 

2)

Coach 4 agreed:

Girls are finally getting chances that even 10 years ago they never had. Look at 

hockey. The girls’ teams ... are only, what, four or five years old? I’d like to think 

that I have helped make the changes over the last twenty years.

However, coach 7 added that even with Title IX, there is still inequality in the 

sports in her eyes:

Sometimes, you still have to push to get what you want. Even though the girls are 

supposed to have equal time and money, it still doesn’t always work out that way. 

Look at volleyball and football. They balance each other out on the Title IX sheet, 

but football gets a whole lot more money and recognition than volleyball does. 

Volleyball doesn’t have paid announcers or crowd control people at their events.

It (equality) is getting better, but it still has a ways to go.

Not for Profit

All of the coaches pointed out in this discussion that they are not into coaching for 

the money. As coach 6 put it, “I figured it out one year. For the whole season, I got paid 

about $2.32 an hour. Yeah, I’m doin’ it for the money.”
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Benefits to Coaches and Students from Athletics 

The coaches stated many benefits to themselves when it came to coaching, but the 

most common themes were getting to know the student athletes on a deeper level (one



coach used the word “intimate”) and being able to see their hard work pay off, not just in 

team performance, but in a deeper change in a student. Two of the coaches describe this 

more intrinsic motivation:

Watching these kids work hard and helping them achieve their goals, then having 

them come back and thank you for your efforts, that makes it all worthwhile. 

(coach 4)

When you witness improvement from an individual or the team, and you know 

that you have made an impact on those lives, you know that you are doing the 

right thing in coaching. That feeling makes everything else worth it. (coach 9) 

Another coach adds that seeing the student-athlete in a non-classroom setting 

gives them a different perspective on who the students are:

The biggest benefits to me are getting to know students at a different setting and 

challenging them in ways you can’t in the classroom. Watching them succeed and 

reaching goals - the whole team thing. (coach 2)

Although not common in the high school setting, parents coaching their own 

children can have its own rewards, “I get to coach my daughter right now and it has given 

me a whole new perspective on who she is. I think this has brought us closer... of course, 

I’m not sure what she thinks!” (coach 5)

All of the coaches mentioned the numerous memories that they take with them 

every year as the best benefit, and the great athletes they have coached, but not just the 

talented ones.
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I love preparing the video for the banquet each season. We have had some 

talented years when we took teams to state - but I enjoy the less talented as well. 

These kids are just good kids to work with. (coach 4)

Memories are also important to other coaches as well:

The memories that are easiest to remember are the playoff wins or losses. 

However, there are countless memories of practices, bus trips and team trips that I 

constantly look back on. Laughing with the kids and screwing around after 

practice is a blast. (coach 1)

Getting to reminisce with the players down the road was also a benefit that many 

of the coaches mentioned:

Some of the best memories are the relationships I still have with some players and 

their parents. When we run into each other it is fun to catch up. I especially like to 

see the players that have continued on to play in college, to know that I got them 

so excited about the sport that they wanted to stick with it. (coach 2)

These visits become even more significant when the former players recognize the 

impact of the coach and show their gratitude:

When they show up in your office two or three years down the road, or you get a 

card from them letting you know what is going on in their lives... that’s what 

makes it all worth while. I got invited to a student’s wedding a few years back, 

and at the reception she thanked everyone who had ever influenced her in her life, 

and I was one of them. That’s why you do it! (coach 5)
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Every coach stated in some way or another that playing in a sport benefits the 

students as well as the coach. Most were aware that they can have a say in the way that 

the student-athlete perceives the sport:

I think that participating in a sport helps you learn how to be a team player and 

work with other people toward common goals. It teaches time management, 

responsibility, leadership and having fun! I get to be a big part of that. (coach 2) 

Coach 8 adds that you sometimes become more than just a coach when you are 

influencing the lives of these young people:

I find myself being a surrogate parent almost as often as I am a coach. A lot of 

these kids learn discipline and responsibility when they join my team, and I have 

to teach them. Too many of the kids don’t get the support from their parents that 

they need, and I have to give it to them.

Coach 9 adds that being on a team benefits the players in more ways than just 

physical exercise and learning the sport:

Benefits of being a part of a team teaches the players discipline, teamwork, 

dedication, hard work, overcoming hardship, fun and friendships. As the coach, I 

play a big part in helping the students develop these attributes and making sure 

they don’t get sidetracked.

Coach 6 agrees:

Many kids today lack discipline and self-control. Being involved in sports can 

teach a kid that, but only if they have the right leadership. Some of that comes 

from the other players, some of it has to come from me.

He goes on to give a specific example:
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I had two players one year that were always in trouble at school or at home. I 

made sure that they knew that they had to be on the straight and narrow to play on 

my team and for the entire season there was not one problem with them at school. 

After the season, one of their teachers took me aside and thanked me for what I 

did for them.

Stress Factors in Coaching 

This area was the one that coaches seemed most interested in talking about. 

Coaching, from their point of view, has become harder and harder in the last several 

years, with several factors playing roles in adding stress to coaching. In fact, three of the 

coaches that were interviewed for this study have since resigned from coaching, or taken 

a job as assistant coach instead of head coach, due to some of the stress factors that faced 

them. These factors can be categorized as the following: problems with students, 

problems with parents, and other influences.

Challenges with Athletes

Any dealing with high school aged students is tricky at best, as any teacher can 

tell you. When it comes to dealing with these same young people as parts of an athletic 

team, many factors seem to magnify. Young egos and attitudes get in the way of the team 

concept, making life difficult for the coach and the other players.

These kids all think they’re way better than they actually are. They think they can 

coach, they think “Oh, I can do that” or whatever. It’s a whole team/player thing. 

The emphasis is on the “I” and not on the team thing. (coach 9)
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Several of the coaches mentioned a major problem for them as being a matter of 

respect, especially when the players think they know more about how the program should 

be done. As coach 5 states:

Players today think they know better than the coach does how the team should be 

run, and make it quite clear that they feel the coach to be incompetent. When 

disciplined, players complain to teammates, parents and even school authorities to 

try to get their way. Many of the players feel that they do not need to follow the 

rules or put forth the effort because they are the best players on the team and the 

team can’t afford to do without them.

Coach 6 stated a prime example of what can happen when the students think they 

know better than the coach:

I was trying to teach my players a new method for handling a [play]. We had been 

having problems in this respect all season long, and I wanted them to try 

something new to see if we could change things around. The first time I explained 

it, the players did not want to seem to pay attention. As I ran them through the 

drill, most of them just went through the motions and wouldn’t put any effort into 

it. When I yelled at them to push it harder, one of my captains stated, “We know 

this isn’t going to work, so why should we bother?” When I took the captain aside 

to deal with her, her response was, “I have played this game for 10 years and this 

is the way we have always done it, so why should we change now?” She showed 

absolutely no respect for my authority as coach and leader of the team. I wound 

up benching her for the start of the next game.
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Often, players challenge the coach when they don’t agree with the methods or 

strategies used:

It started out with the players questioning my coaching style. I wasn’t nice enough 

to them, I wasn’t positive enough to them, they weren’t getting “warm fuzzies”, 

and this is varsity players. And I explained to them that I did not plan to be a 

coach to give them “warm fuzzies,” it’s varsity... you either play hard, you do 

what you’re told, and they just whined, and they whined to their parents and they 

whined to the principal and they whined to the athletic director. (coach 3) 

Sometimes, players can take the lack of respect to extremes:

My three seniors decided to stage a little protest when one of them lost her 

starting position after a rule violation. They began deliberately coming late to 

practices and only giving about 50 percent effort. When I called them on it, their 

response was that I was being unfair to them because they were seniors, that they 

deserved special treatment because of all the hard work that they had put into the 

team over the years. When I pointed out that the rules were the same for 

everyone, and if they didn’t like it they were welcome to quit, one of the girls 

looked me in the eye and said, “This team is f***** without me.” I promptly cut 

her from the team. She filed a complaint with the school board! (coach 2)

Several other coaches mentioned problems that they had with students involving 

rule breaking. Many students (see example above) think that they are a special case and 

above the rules. Others seem to assume that they will not be caught and are not only 

surprised when they are caught, but are even more surprised to be disciplined for the 

violations! Coach 3 had a rather shocking experience with her players:
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We took the team to the cities for a scrimmage, used team money, stayed at a nice 

hotel... stayed out until nine, told the girls to be back in their rooms at 11 for room 

check... Come to find out, a month and a half later, four of the seniors in one of 

the rooms called and hired a stripper.... fifteen girls were involved... this was 

about 1:15 in the morning. A month and a half later one of the girls gives a speech 

in a speech class, telling how cool it was... the principal gave them a four game 

suspension. They finally came back to practice on Wednesday, they were all 

happy and talky saying “Hey, here we are,” and I’m like “Nope, not gonna 

happen.” So the kids all ran to the principal and said, “hey, she’s being mean, not 

letting us play.” And the principal made me play them all. It ruined the season....

I think the kids should have thought about that before they did it. For two weeks it 

ruined my life. I’ll never coach again as long as I live. (coach 3)

Student-athletes also seem to feel that if they are an “important” enough player, 

the rules shouldn’t apply to them:

The night before our first playoff game, one of my starting players was arrested at 

a party for underage consumption. The next day, he showed up for the game as if 

nothing had happened! One of the other players brought it to my attention and I 

asked the other kid if it were true. His reply? “Yeah, so what?”I told him that 

according to state high school league rules he couldn’t play for two weeks 

because he was drinking and that he wouldn’t be able to play in that night’s game. 

At that point, he got so mad at me and the other player that I have to have security 

come and throw him out! Like it was my fault! (coach 9)
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Many of the students seem to think that the consequences of their actions don’t 

mean anything and aren’t important:

About 4 years ago, half of my team decided to have a party on one of the girl’s 

birthdays and thought it would be fun to get a keg. Well, the party got busted and 

all the girls got tickets. I had to explain to the rest of the team that we had to play 

for the next two weeks without the other players. Later, I heard one of the girls 

talking to a friend about the party and how “cool” it was. When I confronted her 

about what she and her friends had done to the rest of the team she simply blew 

me off and said, “No biggie, it’s only two weeks.” I wanted to give them a longer 

sentence, but the rules wouldn’t let me. (coach 2)

Although many of these examples seem extreme, they do seem to indicate that 

there can be definite problems in dealing with the student-athlete. And, given that a coach 

often gets a whole new group of players every two or three years, the possibility for 

conflict seems to be a very real and possibly frightening one.

Challenges with Parents

Not only do coaches have to deal with the student-athletes, but, since the majority 

of the athletes are minors, they have to deal with the athletes’ parents as well. Many of 

the coaches expressed disappointment over the way parents dealt with them, either on the 

field/court or off the field. Several of them had had very unfortunate run-ins with the 

parents.

Some parents are so stupid! They have such unrealistic expectations for their 

players. One mother called me several times to complain about the playing time 

her daughter was getting. The girl was a sophomore, but mom expected her to
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start. “She’s a much better player than so-and-so, why doesn’t she start?” Later, 

this same mom would call me to complain, but wouldn’t give me her name. I’m 

not stupid; I recognized the voice right away and called her by name. She hung 

up. I finally got caller I.D. so that parents couldn’t call me at home. (Coach 2) 

Coach 6 had to deal with a parent who was willing to lie for his student in order to

get his way:

During the year I had a number of problems with a player on the team who I felt 

wasn’t giving 100%. The afternoon before one game her dad called me and said 

she wouldn’t be able to play that night because she was hurt. When I got to the 

game, she was running around kicking a ball and didn’t look hurt at all. I had the 

trainer look at her and he couldn’t find anything wrong with her. I decided that 

she must have been faking it, because the team we were scheduled to play was 

probably going to clobber us and she didn’t want to be involved. After the game, I 

told her that I was going to sit her out a couple of games so she could heal. Five 

minutes later her mother was screaming at me for punishing her, calling me every 

name in the book. I tried to explain that I was doing this for her own good, 

because she said her knee hurt, but mom knew this wasn’t true. The grandmother 

of another player finally stepped between us and let me get in my car. The next 

morning I get called into the A.D.’s office. The mom had called and accused me 

of being abusive and out to get her daughter. Luckily our A.D. is very supportive 

so that was the end of it with him, but the mom talked me down and backstabbed 

me the whole rest of the season.
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Sometimes parents will go even further to get their way or deal with a coach with 

whom they have disagreed:

Our team had a fair record going about halfway through the season when one of 

the girls got busted for something at school and was benched for a couple of 

games. Her dad didn’t think she should have been benched, but rules are rules, 

right? Anyway, I found out later that he had been talking to some of the other 

parents. I guess they didn’t like the way I coached and wanted to get rid of me, so 

they got together with their players and told them to play down so that we 

wouldn’t win any more games and I would get canned. I found this out from one 

of the other parents who disagreed with what they were doing, but I had no way 

of dealing with it. I tried to play those players less, but didn’t have many options. 

We wound up losing the rest of our games, and, of course, the parents called the 

principal to get me fired. (Coach 9)

The attitudes of the parents can even carry into the off season:

We finished the season .500, a little better than last year. I held the banquet for the 

guys and talked about the improvement and how I hoped it would continue into 

the following year. After the banquet, one of the parents approached me. ‘I have 

an idea on how the team could be better,’ he said. ‘Oh?’ I said. ‘Yeah, we could 

get a better coach. If we can find a better coach, would you quit so he can replace 

you?’ Ironically, I had been the only applicant for the job in the first place. ‘Give 

it your best shot,’ I said, ‘nobody wants this crummy job anyway.’ Later he 

transferred his kid to (another school) and I have now been here for 6 years. 

(Coach 7)
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Parents often seem to have unrealistic expectations for their players, which can 

lead to conflicts with a coach:

(A kid) tried out for the team and really sucked, but because he was (of a 

minority) his parents and everybody else thought he should be the greatest thing 

on earth. When I cut him from the team, I got several calls from parents 

complaining that I was a racist. I had 3 other (minority) kids on the team, but that 

wasn’t good enough for them. One of them called the newspaper to complain 

about the racist coach. The principal headed that one off or it could have gotten 

really ugly (coach 1).

Two of the coaches had another perspective on parents, primarily because the 

sport they coach is an individual sport and not a team sport. "I coach (a sport). In this 

sport, every kid plays no matter how good they are, so I don’t get bugged by parents” 

(coach 5). The other coach added: “The best sports to coach are the individual ones where 

each kid does his/her own thing. The parents can’t complain about the coaching, because 

their kid does most of it himself” (coach 4).

Other Stress Factors

Each of the coaches mentioned that there is always a problem with money. “I hate 

the fact that if we need new uniforms I have to fundraise for it” (coach 1). “Some of our 

equipment is wearing out and I don’t have the money to replace it. When it’s gone, it’s 

gone” (coach 8).

None of the coaches expressed any concern about pressure to win. “That’s for the 

(other school’s) coaches to worry about” (coach 3). “Sometimes the parents get on my



case, but I think everybody realizes that we just don’t get the right kids and so we aren’t 

going to be able to be very good very often” (coach 1). However, some aspects of the 

drive to win did get on one coach’s nerves:

I am very unhappy about the recruiting that goes on, especially around here. I 

hope they change the eligibility laws so that so many kids can’t just jump from 

one school to another just to play hockey or soccer (Coach 4).

One very negative aspect of coaching that hit home for three of the coaches was 

the death of an athlete. For two of the coaches, that involved one of their players who was 

murdered during the season:

I get a phone call from (the boy’s father) at about 9:30 in the morning telling me 

his kid was missing. We didn’t have a meet that afternoon, so I went right over to 

the house. Later that afternoon, the police said that they had found his car and his 

body was in the trunk. Somebody had just beat the s*** out of him. It was so 

senseless. Later, I started feeling guilty because I kept wondering how we would 

do the rest of the year without him. I mean, the kid just died and I’m worrying 

about winning and losing. I guess that’s just part of being the coach, you gotta 

think about the other kids, too (Coach 5).

The other coach, who was an assistant at the time added:

I found out that one of my players had been killed about a half-an-hour before 

practice. Now I have to go to practice and tell them that one of our team captains 

is dead. Kids shouldn’t have to deal with that sort of thing and neither should I 

(Coach 4).
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Dealing with young people can often lead to emotional situations. Unfortunately, 

these situations can lead the young person to extremes, and then the coach can be left to 

pick up the pieces:

Two years in a row I had a kid commit suicide during the season. They just didn’t 

want to go on any longer. So I have to deal with the rest of the team and at the 

same time I am wondering if I should have recognized what they were going 

through and been able to help them before this happens. When my own doubts 

were bad enough, the parents of one of the players said that they felt that I was to 

blame ‘cause (sic) I was too hard on him at practice. I know they felt the need to 

blame someone, but God... I didn’t do anything to him worse than anybody else. I 

also went back and forth between feeling sorry for the kids and being mad at them 

for all the trouble they caused me. How’s that for a guilt trip (Coach 8)?

Expectations for the Future 

Many of the coaches expressed a need for change in their sport and hoped that 

they could help bring that change about. Coach 1 was hoping that there could be greater 

competition in his sport, in order to make the playing more meaningful:

I think that one of the problems in (my sport) today is the way we try to make 

everyone feel good. We have so many teams going to state now that it’s nuts. I 

think it takes away from the competition and really hurts the sport. Nobody cares 

anymore, because it’s just too easy.
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Coach 4 felt that there were already some very powerful changes being made, 

especially for female athletes, and hoped that they would continue: I think it’s great that 

so many more opportunities are out there for girls and that they are finally getting better 

publicity in the newspapers and TV. I hope that trend continues.

Coach 3 commented on how some of the changes that have happened since he 

played the sport could hopefully be reversed:

I think that the attitudes have changed a lot since I played. We used to want to do 

good so the team did good, now it’s all about me, me, me. I’d like to see more 

kids remembering that they are on a team, not just showing off.

Follow-up Interviews 

As stated earlier, follow-up interviews were made with two groups of the coaches: 

coaches who have had more serious run-ins with parents and coaches who have since 

given up coaching.

Violence

Since the original interview, three of the coaches, those designated as coach 2, 

coach 5 and coach 8, have had some more serious run-ins with parents. These coaches 

were involved in confrontations with parents, either directly or as a witness, that came 

very close to escalating to physical violence. They were asked to discuss the situations. 

Coach 2 described an incident with a parent that took place during an actual

game:

We were playing lousy and I called a time-out. (One of the players) had made 

some really dumb plays, so I told her to sit on the bench and sent (another player)
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in. The next thing I know, her dad is down sitting on the bench talking to her! I 

asked one of my assistant coaches to have him leave since I was trying to coach 

the team. He jumped up, came over to me and started screaming and swearing in 

my face. The refs stopped the game and had him removed. After the game, he was 

standing outside the bus and started screaming at me again.

Another coach had a similar incident:

It was after the game and I was talking to the coach from the other team, when 

this girl’s mom comes out and starts yelling at me. It was our last game and her 

daughter was a senior, I should have played her more, on and on. I wanted to tell 

her that her daughter was a rotten player who probably wouldn’t have been on the 

team if we weren’t short players, but of course I couldn’t say that. I tried to walk 

away, but she started to grab me. The athletic director had to come between us. 

(coach 5)

Coach 9’s situation was slightly different, because he was only a spectator and not 

actually involved in the situation, but it also illustrates the point:

There was a parent from the other school sitting in the stands, constantly bitching 

to the officials about the calls. Finally, (their) coach has to go up in the stands to 

try and settle him down. He (the parent) starts bitching at the coach, and I sat 

there and watched as he took a swing at the coach. He missed, but as soon as the 

kid sees that, he is up in the stands trying to get at the coach too. It took about 10 

minutes to get everything settled down. The refs wanted to call the game and give 

us the forfeit, but I couldn’t do that to (the other coach).
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Later in this paper, we will further discuss some of the ramifications of these 

actions. However, coach 2 was forced to take action to prevent further occurrences:

I met with the athletic director and the principal. He had already talked to the 

principal about what a terrible coach I was and how I was damaging his daughter 

emotionally and that’s why he came to her defense. We (the athletic director and

I) managed to get her to see what was really going on. She finally agreed to tell 

him that if was going to attend any more games, at least for home games, he had 

to sign a behavior contract before he would be allowed into the gym. He still tried 

to bad mouth me to other players’ parents.

Quitting Coaching

Incidents like the ones mentioned above have led three of the coaches to leave the 

profession. Coaches 2, 3 and 7 are no longer coaching for the original school. Coaches 2 

and 7 are no longer coaching at all, and coach 3 is now coaching at another building. 

Coach 2 described what caused him/her to leave coaching:

It was just getting to be too much. You put hours and hours of time in, setting up 

practices, arranging meets, things like that. You don’t see your family for days at 

a time. Then, some hotshot who thinks he is a better coach comes up and tries to 

tell you how to run your team. If you don’t do it his way, he does everything he 

can to undermine you. That kid graduates, but then another kid comes up who 

also has an “expert” parent and it starts all over again. After 20 some years of this 

I said enough was enough.
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Coach 6 had similar reasons:

The kids won’t play and the parents blame you. The kids are no good, and the 

parents blame you. You win, but their kid didn’t play enough and the parents 

blame you. I see the parents outside of the school and they are all smiley and 

talking nice, but I know in the background all they are doing is bad-mouthing me.

I got to the point where I was afraid I would deck one of them before I could stop 

myself. My (spouse) made me quit before the stress gave me a nervous 

breakdown.

Coach 3 gave a different reason for leaving:

As soon as a job opened up at another school, I took it. I was tired of coaching all 

of the prima donnas who seemed to think they were God’s gift to (the sport). All 

these little brats, with their three or four years of experience, thinking that they 

knew better than someone who has played and coached for five times as long. 

They don’t want to work, they don’t want to practice, but then it’s your fault 

when they lose... forget it. My blood pressure can’t take it anymore.

Coaching High School Athletics     44



Chapter 5 - Summary and Conclusions 

Reasons for Coaching

Each of the coaches in the previous section had similar reasons for being a coach. 

They are people who enjoy working with the students and want to pass on their love of 

the sport or sports that they are coaching. This is consistent with the literature as 

demonstrated by Coach Connor (202). In order to go through the hassles and stresses of 

coaching, there has to be some love of the game and the students who play the game. 

Most successful teachers will tell you that they do not teach because of the subject 

material, but because of their desire to work with young people in a positive role. These 

coaches seem to have the same attitude, which makes sense considering that they are all 

also teachers.

None of the coaches interviewed said that they felt obligated to coach because 

they were teachers, although all of the coaches were teachers. One factor in this may be 

that the teachers’ contract for this particular school district requires the district to hire 

teachers for these positions before they hire non-teachers. This gives those teachers who 

really want to coach the opportunity. Since, as mentioned above, the same attitudes are 

prevalent in both teachers and coaches, it would follow that many persons who are 

interested in teaching would also be interested in coaching.

As was mentioned in the article by Intrator and Siegel (2008), the coaches also 

recognized that their role in coaching went far beyond just explaining the theories and 

practices of the game itself. Each coach expressed a need to be able to teach the players 

something about life and the lessons that would help them throughout their lives. Since 

very few of the high school players that these coaches influence will go on to play the
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sport in college, and fewer if any at all beyond college, it seems to be very important 

when dealing with these players that they learn lessons about life and how to live it.

Much has been said about how sports can influence a young person to take the right path 

and these coaches find themselves in the position of guides as well as teachers. Being 

able to make a difference in the life of a young athlete is one of the intrinsic rewards that 

the coaches thrive on.

In fact, it seems that most of the rewards for the coaches are intrinsic in nature. 

With long hours for very little pay, there does not seem to be much that would attract a 

person to want to coach a high school team. This group of coaches has recognized that 

while the pay may be small and the stress large, the value of coaching is not in what you 

get out of coaching but how you feel while coaching.

Stress Factors in Coaching 

Stresses are a part of every job, but seem to be more prevalent in the coaching 

profession that in many other areas. A big part of this may be related to the fact that 

success in coaching, at least outwardly, is often determined by other people and not by 

the coaches themselves. Only politicians and people in the entertainment industry are in 

the public eye more than coaches. Although not true of the coaches interviewed, the 

literature suggests that having to live up to other peoples’ expectations is a major factor 

in both the stresses that coaches face and in burnout.

Of course, at the high school level, most of the pressure comes from the athletes 

and the parents. As stated by the coaches and in the literature, the coach has many 

different jobs besides teaching the rules and strategies of the sport. The ultimate 

measuring stick for the parents and athletes is in the newspaper, where the wins and
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losses are listed and the statistics are posted. When those numbers do not meet what 

people expect, the coach becomes all too easy a scapegoat.

Challenges with Students

When dealing with the students, the literature and the interviews all seem to agree 

on one thing, the biggest hurdle comes from the attitude of the student themselves. 

Whether it is not being a team player, actively challenging the coach's authority, or just 

the general “you can’t tell me what to do” attitude, coaches must deal with a wide range 

of adolescent behavior. Since the athletes themselves are often young and immature, the 

coach finds him/herself having to deal with each individual separately, as well as dealing 

with the team as a whole. When the individuals mesh together well and form a team, this 

does not become as great an issue as it does when individual attitudes and egos get in the 

way.

Challenges with Parents

In dealing with parents, the biggest problem indicated by both the interviews and 

the literature would be parents who have unreasonable expectations for their children. 

Parents in general want to expect the best from their children. However, this frequently 

means that the parent is looking at his/her child through rose-colored glasses, refusing to 

see any faults in the child. A coach, however, must be objective in dealing with all of the 

players on the team, and not just the individual, considering factors like team chemistry, 

work ethic and general talent, and this leads to conflicts between the parent and the 

coach.

Coaching High School Athletics     47



Unfortunately, in this day and age this conflict has led to violence on more and 

more occasions. Verbal confrontations, like the confrontations mentioned in the follow- 

up interview happen frequently. Incidents of a parent physically attacking or even killing 

a coach due to a simple disagreement about playing time or some other seemingly trivial 

matter are on the rise. Many school districts, including the one in which these coaches 

worked, have implemented codes of conduct for parents and fans, and, as mentioned 

previously, even gone to the extreme of banning parents from events if the situations get 

out of hand. It is a very sad commentary, however, when a high school event is ruined or 

disrupted by adults who cannot control themselves.

Other Stress Factors

Winning. None of the coaches interviewed were concerned about having to win, 

although winning, sometimes at any cost, was a key point mentioned in the literature.

One explanation of this difference may be that the high school these people coached for 

was not known to have strong winning traditions. It had been several years since any 

team had advanced to a state tournament. Perhaps there were lower expectations because 

of this. It should be noted, however, that some of the issues dealing with parents were 

involved in the team not winning, or at least not winning as often as the parents expected. 

However, since this did not involve all of the parents or the larger high school 

community, the perception by the coaches was that this was a parent issue, not an issue 

about winning.

Burnout. Although there was not much discussion of actual burnout during the 

first round of interviews, some of the symptoms of burnout as discussed in the literature 

were evident. As indicated in the follow-up, three of the coaches interviewed have since
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resigned and their responses definitely indicate burnout. As stated in the literature, 

sometimes the stresses of coaching can be overwhelming, and when you have problems 

that are very serious in nature the best way to handle these problems may be to step back 

and take a break. Two coaches have stated that they are not interested in coaching again. 

One of the coaches had had a long career, over 22 years by the time of the follow-up 

interview, and so the argument could be made that they had had a long enough career. 

However, the other coach had only coached at the high-school level for 10 years by the 

time he/she left coaching, so this seems to be a prime example of burnout. The third 

coach, coach 3, has continued coaching but has changed venues, so has apparently been 

able to reduce the stress, and therefore the level of burnout, by removing themselves from 

the major stress factors they had encountered at the other location.

Conclusion

It may seem that a coach's job is only dealing with unruly athletes and angry 

parents, but all of the coaches interviewed also talked about the positives, such as the 

student who gives the coach a thank-you card at the end of the season or comes back to 

visit with the coach later in life. The coach may occasionally get praise from a parent as 

well.

So what makes a successful coach? It takes someone with heart, someone willing 

to give of their time and themselves to influence the lives of the young athletes they are 

dealing with. It takes someone who has a fire in their veins, both for their sport and for 

the athletes. It takes courage and dedication to be able to handle the stresses and problems 

inherent in a public role. Most of all, it takes special men and women who are willing to 

stand up and say, “This is important, these kids matter.”
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APPENDIX A 

Sample Questionnaire Used in Interviewing Coaches

1) Name

2) Number of years coaching (head or assistant coach)

3) Personal history (sports played, classes taught, etc.)

4) Why did you become a coach? What influenced your decision? What were some of 

your hesitations?

5) What are the benefits to you in coaching? What do you enjoy the most about 

coaching? What are some of your best memories you have from your coaching career?

6) What are the negative aspects of coaching? What part of coaching do you dislike the 

most? What are some negative memories you have from your coaching career?

7) What are some improvements you feel could be made (by the school, players, parents, 

district, state, etc.) that would make your job easier? What are some things that are done 

now that make your job harder?

8) What are the benefits to the student-athlete regarding high-school sports? What are 

some of the problems the athlete faces regarding high-school sports? What do you feel is 

the biggest problem faced by any high-school student?

9) What are some of the changes that you have noticed in the sports or the way sports are 

run since you played? Are these positive or negative changes?




