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Mike MacKay - Manager of Coach Education and Development

The Eternal Struggle
This past week I had the opportunity to travel to PEI and take part in discussions about the future structure of Canada Games. If you do not do maintenance thing will show their age. Our discussions were about what direction the Canada Games should take as they move into their 5th decade. On another note I had a coach email me about a problem she was facing with playing time. A parent had stood up in a meeting and challenged the coach about how much playing time her daughter was going to get this year. The more I thought about these two situations the more I began to realize the eternal struggle that faces team sports in this county. 

There is a constant struggle between those who want participation and those who want excellences to drive the sport. The casualty of this battle is the development of the sport.
(See attached picture). At the Canada Games level this push and pull is between those who see Canada Games responsible for “Building the Nation” and those who see it as the training grounds for the “Next Generation” national team athletes. For the smaller provinces and territories it is essential that they have the ability to field teams to participate in such events. For the Sport it is essential that the best players get to compete at the highest level. What tends to happen is the pendulum effect. Decisions get made that support one side of the continuum. After time the decisions swing to the other side of the pendulum. It is this constant back and forth action that can cause problems for the development of the sport. 

One of the things that make us truly Canadian is the ability to solve difficult problems with diplomacy. This can be frustrating for those who want the decision to be only one way. The key is to accept the fact that both sides need to work together to achieve the best compromise that will continue to allow the sport to develop. 
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The above diagram is taken form the excellent document, Developing Physical Literacy prepared by the Canadian Sport for Life expert group. It speaks to the importance of all delivers of sport working together. When this happens any participant in the sport will have the opportunity to develop. As those who are involved in the sport of basketball readily know this cooperation does not currently exist at all times. There is the constant tug of war in all three delivery systems over participation and excellence. The same struggle that faces administrator of sport faces the coach who has to decide about playing time. How do I distribute playing time to ensure we win, but also guarantee participation for as many players as possible? If this is not managed wisely development suffers. 

At the youngest age it is easy to understand that everyone should play. Winning is not the most important goal. Players need a safe learning environment in order to develop the skills required to play the game. At the top level wining is the ultimate outcome. Although it is becoming very evident that teams that try to shorten their bench in the NBA, NCAA, CIS and World Championships level struggle over the long haul. 

The problem is how the players develop when they do not play. Many of us had used the line that you develop in practice and when your turn comes you will get to play. A few things have complicated that argument in the current landscape of sport:

1. People are now paying to play – “back in the day” when school sport was the only delivery mechanism for playing you did not have to pay to play. This is no longer the case. Players pay to be on a team. With this financial outlay come expectations from the parents. They see the value in the playing time not practice time. I don’t agree with this perception, but it is one that we face. 
2. More games with fewer practices – how do I develop when we do not practice? Often the practices are used to prepare the tactics and strategies for the next opponent, not to develop the skills the individual needs to improve his or her game. It becomes a “Catch 22”. I can’t play because I don’t have the skills, but need to play to develop my skills. If there were proper practice to competition ratios this would not be the case. But in many instances teams are playing their first game of the season after only two practices (this comes from our LTAD survey’s we did on –line. We will have a more detail report in the near future.) Once the season begins the ratio of practice to games is almost one to one. 
3. Lack of gym time – many coaches will argue that it is the player’s responsibility to get in the gym and work on their game to improve. I grew up on the stories of famous players telling me how they used to sneak in the gym at nights to work on their game. Access to gyms is not as easy as it once was. As one who used to be responsible for gym bookings the demands by all groups for gym usage has increased exponentially. There is very; little free time. Also the whole legal liability issue has clouded the picture of players practicing on their own in a gym. We didn’t have alarm systems and video cameras “back in the day”. 

4. Number of untrained coaches – many coaches who are involved in the developmental stages have not been trained or certified at that stage. Often the adult model of elite sport is forced on to the children. Coaches mirror what they see happening at the university or professional level. 

5. Parents coaching their own children – with the number of teams today this is bound to happen. As a learning facilitator I have often said that the number one reason many people get involved as a coach in youth sport is because they are a parent. The number one reason why they leave youth sport as a coach is because of a parent. The disagreements usually revolve around playing time when the parents in the bleachers perceive that the coaches’ child is getting preferential treatment. Al McGuire and old NCCA coach used to say that the hardest coaching job he had was coaching his son. He had to answer to his wife when he went home at night. 
6. Stakes are higher – This is more like an urban myth. If my son/ daughter does not play he/she will not be picked for the next level. Parents have been fed the line that a free college education is out there if your child gets to play. We in the sport have perpetuated this myth. We often have used it like a bribe to get the players to work on their game. I have heard many a university coach complain that players stop wanting to work once they reach their level.  

7. Easier to shop around – if a player does not like his /her playing time she can easily move to another team. Also they can easily move to another sport. Back in the day there was often only one basketball team in a community. If you didn’t like what the coach said you had no options. 
There is no simple answer to this struggle. If there was we would be distributing the solution to everyone who coaches and administers the sport. As with most things education and dialogue is key. We must educate parents about the benefits of training over competition. Coaches need to educate players about what they need to do to secure meaningful playing time. We need to have continued dialogue with all delivers of the sport. We must ensue that there is balance between the participation and excellence side of sport. The more we work together to solve this problem the more the sport can grow. 
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