Developing a Mentorship Program for New Coaches

     All of us can remember the first time we walked into a classroom or locker room as a new teacher or coach. The sense of exhilaration and excitement were mixed with feelings of loneliness and dread. Several of us were fortunate enough to have an experienced friend or colleague serve as a sounding board or a shoulder to cry on. In many cases, that place of refuge offered by a comrade in arms in a moment of terror or despair was just enough to get us through the day. Support on a daily basis might also have been the difference between sticking with the job when it got tough or quitting the profession completely.

      The world of athletic administration is a great one, but a tough one. One of the hardest jobs we face is finding, maintaining, and developing quality coaches. We are always looking for new and energetic faces to add to our athletic staff. Athletic administrators are hard pressed to keep current coaches motivated and fresh in their approach to coaching and teaching. Many times, we find the search for head coaches more difficult than in the past. Once we find a good coach, we often lose that person before the athletes in can reap the benefits. Some young coaches are often not ready to make the jump to head coach when the time arises. Those that think they are ready to become head coaches are often ill-prepared for many of the challenges they will face in their new position. As a result, the new head coach can be out of a job before having the time to build a program. A comprehensive method of training and developing coaches could help prevent the loss of qualified personnel. The problem is finding the type of system that can deliver the information, provide feedback, and respond to the needs of a specific school situation.

     With the preceding ideas in mind, we began searching for ways to assist new coaches in their adjustment to our athletic department and their specific coaching duties. We wanted all new coaches on our staff to feel a part of our family. Not only should the new coaches feel a part of the group, but they should become aware of the rules, regulations, and procedures that are common to our school corporation, our school, and our athletic department. In addition, we wanted a mechanism in place that could help our coaches grow and mature in a manner that could help in preparation for becoming head coaches at some point in the future. Our philosophy has always been that a qualified person from within can offer many advantages as a new head coach. Such hires would reduce the time needed to adjust to a new school, new athletes, and a new program. If a qualified member of the staff were available to move into a head coaching position, the shock to the entire department would be reduced and the camaraderie enhanced. However, such hires would only be considered if the applicants were well trained for the promotion to head coach. The coaching offered to our athletes should never be compromised for the sake of convenience or familiarity.

     We began studying how different schools, businesses, and organizations worked to train and retain staff. Many methods have been used with mixed degree of success. Some systems were both costly and time consuming. One method we were most familiar with was the mentoring program developed by our state department of education. All of our new teachers were part of the mentoring program during their first year. The school administration paired new teachers with experienced teachers in the same department. Meetings and observations were held over an extended period. The new teachers got feedback in a manner that helped ease the anxiety level prior to the actual observations and evaluations conducted by the building principal. The program has been in effect for some time and the retention rates for teachers in our state have improved. This mentoring program became the building block by which our coaching mentorship program was created. The only major change from the  program employed by the department of education was the reduction in large number of hours used by the mentor in observations of the new person. These observations were conducted by the athletic administrator and building principal.

     The mentorship program in our athletic department is required of all new coaches. This includes both certified staff as well as non-teaching coaches. Head coaches and assistant coaches are all included. Each coach must complete the program during the first year of employment. The program is concluded when the mentor, the new coach, and the athletic director meet for an exit interview. Documentation of all meetings are submitted to the athletic director and retained for future reference. The athletic director will also observe the new coach in both practice and game situations. All assistant coaches receive a written evaluation from the head coach as part of their season evaluation. Head coaches also receive a written evaluation of their performance by the athletic administrator at the conclusion of the contest season. All evaluations are forwarded to the building principal.

     Our mentorship program is based on a minimum of three one-hour meetings between the new coach and the mentor. In some cases, the mentor will also observe and evaluate the new coach in both practice and game settings. The meetings can occur at school or at a location off campus. The only requirement for the meetings was that each person bring our school athletic handbook. The athletic handbook includes agendas for all three meetings as well as all rules, regulations and information needed by the coaches in our athletic department. Both parties usually choose to bring a rules and by-laws book published by our state athletic association.

     New assistant coaches are usually assigned the head coach in their sport as a mentor. In a few cases, the head coach in a comparable sport is assigned as the mentor. New head coaches are assigned to a head coach in a comparable sport. If this is not possible, the athletic director will assign a mentor to the new head coach that appears to be the best fit. In a few cases, the athletic director has served as the mentor for a new head coach. In some instances, the assignments of head coach mentors to other new head coaches have forged friendships and relationships that would have been difficult without the mentoring program.

     The first mentorship meeting is usually held well in advance of the season. This allows maximum lead-time for planning and implementation by new coach and the mentor. The first meeting usually focuses on the pre-season checklist contained in our coaching manual. Annual duties of both the head coach and assistant coach in that sport are discussed. The pre-season duties of head coaches and assistants are itemized and analyzed. Qualities of a good head coach and a good assistant are listed and prioritized. Finally, the general rules of the state association and our athletic department are highlighted.

     The second mentorship meeting usually takes place just before the start of the season. The first item for discussion is an in-season checklist. This checklist is usually augmented by a list of in-season responsibilities specific to the new coach’s sport. We ask the mentor to spend time with the new coach in addressing relationships and strategies for dealing with the media. Similar discussions are held related to developing strong relationships with the school administration. Ideas for developing rapport with parents and booster clubs in a variety of situations are offered. Finally, the mentor offers suggestions for methods of dealing with athletes in various ways and during stressful situations. Examples from a veteran coach that has been through the process can often aid the new coach in heading off some unfortunate situations.

     The third mentorship meeting usually takes place near the mid-point of the season. At this time, a post-season checklist is discussed. Both the post-season and off-season responsibilities of all staff members are itemized and prioritized. Methods of improving the coaching staff as well as player development are a major focus. Final evaluations and planning for the following season conclude this meeting. Many of our mentors designate follow-up meetings with the new coach.

      Once all three meetings have been concluded, an exit interview must be held with the athletic director. This interview often serves as a chance to voice compliments as well as concerns. Encouragement is a major point of emphasis for this meeting. Both the mentor and new coach often benefit from positive reinforcement. The athletic director can use this meeting to echo many of the directives received by the new coach. He can also use this meeting to lay a strong foundation for communication in the future. The athletic administrator will encourage the mentor and new coach to maintain open lines of communication. The new coach will also be encouraged to communicate concerns and needs with the athletic administrator.

     In order to motivate and perpetuate the mentorship program, our athletic department pays both the new coach and the mentor for their time in this program. Once the three meetings are completed and the exit interview concluded, both participants receive a stipend from the athletic department. It is not a great sum of money, but it offers some reward for time spent in assisting another coach and/or improving the level of professionalism on our athletic staff.

    We have been using the mentorship program for five years. The original goals of the program were to develop staff camaraderie, to improve our athletic program, and to aid in staff development. We wanted to improve the retention level of new coaches as well as increase the cohesion between different programs. Finally, we wanted to use this program as a training ground for new head coaches and in turn develop some sense of continuity.

    After five years, we have seen the following benefits from the mentoring program. We have noticed increased sharing of information and better interpersonal communication among staff members. A number of new coaches indicate a feeling of belonging and a personal bonding that was not evident before the mentoring program. As an athletic administrator, I find a reduced number of errors in rules interpretations, paperwork mistakes, and discussion with media, parents, and athletes. I also have a reduced workload in conveying the basics to our new coaches. This allows more time for evaluation during the actual game and practice settings. Personal observations also allow more time to provide feedback to all of our coaches on their work.

    The mentorship program is the not the cure for all ills. The program will not guarantee great new coaches. Mentorship is only one step that can be taken to improve your coaching staff. Good athletic departments do not just happen. It takes hard work on the part of all stakeholders in the school and community. A mentorship program could serve as a valuable first step along the path to an athletic program that all can take great pride in supporting. The mentorship program can also serve as a tool to help create and maintain a cohesive and high quality athletic staff.
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