Conducting Productive Pre-Season Parent Meetings
     Every athletic administrator should require a pre-season meeting between members of the coaching staff and the players and parents of each athletic team.  Many states and school districts require such meetings.  Even if such interaction is not required, it should be employed as standard practice.  Meetings with all stakeholders in an athletic program before or early in the season can prevent many problems later.

     We inform all members of our coaching staff about the requirement of pre-season meetings in a summer mailing.  Coaches are required to hold a meeting and discuss several pre-determined topics.  Other items may be discussed, but no required points can be eliminated.  Discussion topics are also contained in our coaching handbooks. A written agenda is highly recommended.
       The format and location for pre-season meetings can vary widely among school districts.  Some athletic administrators hold general meetings for all athletes.  Others hold individual meetings for each team and/or sport.  Still others hold combined meetings that include a group component as well as an individual team meeting.  The method of the meeting is not important.  Any productive pre-season parent meeting should maintain the primary goal of imparting information to every athlete and parent involved in the athletic program.  Maximum information in a reasonable time frame should be encouraged.
     We make every attempt to make pre-season meetings accessible to every parent.  Unfortunately, we live in a time where economic and social factors can preclude attendance by some parents.  Some athletic administrators construct multiple and flexible meeting schedules.  Others produce videotapes and/or power point presentations that can be viewed at a later date. Regardless of the actual physical attendance of all stakeholders, some written confirmation of the receipt and understanding of basic rules of the school, athletic department and team should be obtained and kept in the possession of the coach or athletic administrator.

       Every effective pre-season meeting should include basic points of discussion that are universal and vital to the operation of the total athletic program.  We divide our meetings into eight sections.  The topics and sub-topics we require are included in this document.

       We begin every pre-season parent meeting with a thorough discussion of our school and state association rules, regulations and policies.  Discussions usually commence with a description of the school and athletic department philosophy on academics, practices, communication, multi-sport athletes and other related concerns.  Some emphasis should be placed on the academic requirements in force on the state and local level.  The code of conduct for student participation set forth on both the state and local levels should also be carefully explained and understood by all parties.  Finally, it is imperative to stress the importance of completing all information and requirements for the annual pre-season physical examination and all other personal medical information required by the state or school district.
       A second point of discussion should include a thorough coverage of the inherent risks of participation in athletic practice and competition. It is hoped that such discussion will inform the parent and not cause increased anxiety. This discussion could include medical experts or risk management professionals.  The NFHS also produces useful video presentations which chronicle the risks every athlete faces.  Our athletic department has also developed emergency cards to obtain and document information that will assist us in contacting medical professionals or family members in the event of an accident or illness.

     Injuries are not a popular topic, but should be addressed with all parents.  Discussions with medical or training staff could be employed.  In some settings the medical assistance level is limited.  Regardless of the level of medical support, a system must be developed and communicated that outlines a process for reporting injuries and illnesses.  Our state association covers our athletes with a catastrophic insurance policy for injuries in excess of $ 25,000.  We require every athlete to maintain coverage for medical expenses up to that amount.  Most of our athletes are covered under the insurance of their parents. For those that are not covered by family policies, a school insurance plan is offered by the athletic department for a nominal fee.  Families not able to afford the school insurance fee and assisted in a discreet manner by a fund maintained by our athletic department.  Athletes that do not obtain medical coverage are not allowed to participate in our programs.
      Like most high school athletic departments, only a small percentage of our athletes are fortunate enough to continue their athletic participation on the collegiate level.  Regardless of the numbers involved, it is imperative that every athlete be informed very early about the rules, regulations and requirements for athletic recruitment.  We use the assistance of our guidance department to obtain and distribute materials from the NCAA Clearinghouse in all of our parent meetings.  Our school website also contains links to the Clearinghouse and to documents provided by the NCAA for potential student-athletes.  We also discuss other useful links on the web to benefit parents and athletes in this area.
     Our school has a general athletic booster club as well as some individual booster clubs for a portion of our athletic family.  We depend heavily on our booster clubs and season ticket sales to fund all of our programs.  This meeting is an excellent chance to explain the function and membership requirements of our booster clubs.  We also attempt to inform all parents of the season ticket polices as well as the ticket structure they will encounter as they attend games during the season.  A short discussion of athletic funding policies can also be included if necessary.

     We have a long standing athletic hall of fame in our building.  Our hall of fame honors both teams and individuals from past seasons.  We attempt to educate the parents and athletes of the requirements for admittance into the hall of fame early and often.  Such discussions before the fact can often prevent hard feelings by parents and athletes after the fact.  Our general rules are also printed in our student athletic handbook and posted in our gymnasium.
      Any productive pre-season meeting should include a frank discussion relative to the establishment and maintenance of a well constructed and easy to understand athletic chain of command.  Our coaches stress the concept of following the chain of command with all concerns from the parents.  The policy of our department is that the coach is contacted first.  If a meeting with the coach does not adequately address the concerns of the parents, the athletic administer and/or Principal should be the next point of contact.  If a meeting with school administration still does not satisfy the parent, the Superintendent and/or school board should be the final step in the process.  Failure to communicate and maintain a well delineated chain of command in the athletic department will result in total chaos.
     The final required topic of discussion in any pre-season parent meeting should address the basic operational policies of the coach within the specific sport.  Some of the topics that could be included in this discussion might be areas such as letters, awards, team rules, language, behavior, travel rules, academics, practices, games and other related topics.  Many coaches like to place their rules in written format and distribute those rules to their parents.  I always advise my coaching staff that any information put in writing is permanent.  Parents and administrators will expect written expectations to be followed to the letter.  Once something is communicated in writing and distributed, it becomes part of the public domain.
      A productive pre-season meeting should accomplish several goals.  Personal contact between coaches and parents is always desirable in fostering understanding and cooperation.  The early dissemination of information to all stakeholders can prevent misunderstandings and conflict.  Documentation of the receipt and understanding of team rules and regulations can discourage legal challenges to the coach, school and athletic administrator.  Finally, such frank and well designed meetings can help all parties begin the process of pulling forward in a unified and well defined manner.
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