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Youth Coaches; Are Qualifications Important?

“My kid’s coach doesn’t know what he’s doing. They should get someone who knows something about the game.”  Have you heard them, parents with assumptions bouncing in every direction?  The first assumption is that the complainer is a good judge of coaches and their ability. Another is that the parent knows enough about the game to be able to evaluate the coaches’ knowledge. Then there is the mysterious “they” who is blamed for everything when it may be “me” that is clueless.  Lastly, there is the assumption a great coach is available who will satisfy the parents and players.

Are qualifications important? You bet they are. The trouble starts when it is time to come to an agreement on the requirements that define qualified. Forget about attitude or personality, and we will make the rainbow assumption that the complainer’s concern is not whether their child is getting enough playing time. After all, we are talking about the coach knowing what they are doing.  Not every sport is the same.  A rookie basketball coach can teach a 6 year old recreational basketball, but I am not comfortable saying the same about swimming or gymnastics. The level of play impacts the definition as well, and we are not considering college or professional coaches.

Now that we are past the preliminaries, how do youth coaches become qualified?  Did they play the sport or any sport?  Did they take classes, read books, or learn by starting as a rookie coach and sticking with it until their child moved on? Perhaps they have been an avid fan for years, listening to professionals analyze the sport. Individually all of these hold validity.  In combination, they should deliver an excellent coach, but none is a mandatory requirement.  That explains how a great high school tennis coach may have never scored an ace.   It also helps to explain why many good youth teams are coached by parents who never played a sport.

Saying a coach “doesn’t know what he’s doing” is an insult.  To a coach it is nearly identical to “he or she is stupid”.  It leaves little room to consider whether the coach was hooked by the Principal because no other teacher would take it, and is doing his or her best while quickly learning the sport’s basics.  It fails to consider the graduated player who is learning how to transfer knowledge to young athletes.  The negative comment, in essence, says that circumstances are not relative. It may be that the Coach has spectacular knowledge but needs help teaching kids.  You can help provide the support that changes the coaches teaching ability.    On the other hand, maybe you did get a dud, and going elsewhere is the only alternative after working with the sport’s administration to improve the coach. 

It is possible that your young athlete’s talent is beyond the coach’s ability. Maybe your young student knows more calculus than the math teacher, but instead of bashing the coach (or teacher), look for alternatives.  Reach outside to find alternative professionals, camps, and clinics that are specialists at your child’s sport.  If your goal is your athlete’s improvement, rather than just being part of a team, you may have no choice but to find a different team. 
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