From the Wisconsin Prep Hockey web site, written by Dan Bauer, head hockey coach at Wausau East High School:

In a few weeks eight WIAA hockey teams will meet in Madison to decide who will be the 2007 State Champion.  Directing those teams will be a leader otherwise known as the head coach.  On Friday morning the coaches will hold their annual spring meeting and decide who will be awarded the Bob Johnson Memorial Coach of the Year Award.  If history holds true the coaches nominated will be the same ones who have spent the past week preparing their teams for the state tournament.  When it comes to selecting this award it has traditionally been all about winning.  But is winning really a coaches most important objective?
Ask any high school athletic director or administrator and they will tell you that high school athletics is not about winning.  They will likely go on about things like character, discipline, respect and a host of other great benefits provided by the high school experience.  In one aspect they will be right, because athletics do have the potential to provide all of those life lessons.  On the other hand they will be wrong, because it is the winners that receive the recognition and rewards.  

Last season I was fortunate enough to have an outstanding group of players at Wausau East.  They bought into everything we sold them as coaches and were rewarded with a fantastic season.  Straying from the norm, I was nominated and then selected as the Bob Johnson Coach of the Year, in spite of the fact that our team did not make the state tournament field.  While I am very grateful for the recognition that award provided our program, my job, as head coach last year was one of the easiest in my fourteen years in WIAA hockey.  The talent, work ethic and team first mentality exhibited by that team made coming to the rink everyday a joy.  It was a dream team for any coach.  After years of short benches in Spooner and a tough re-building project at East, I had never had so much depth, talent and character.   
    
In athletics, at all levels, the measuring stick is wins and loses.  Beneath the surface and beyond the front page of the sports section is where the real value of athletics takes place.  That is where character is built and young adults molded.  The truth, however, is you won’t get any awards or public recognition for developing character.  A less-than-talented team that overachieves to a .500 record will be unnoticed.  A team that endures a 2 or 3 win season, may develop more character and learn more life lessons than any other team in the state, but they will be largely ignored.  Your ignominious recognition will come from being listed on the bottom of the power ratings or handed the 10th seed in your sectional.

Winning has a tendency to cure all ills.  If you win nobody will work too hard to find out why or if you are doing it by the book.  Just win and people will look the other way.  When you lose you bring upon you a CSI-like investigation, because all the things winning cures, losing breeds.  Every line change, strategy and disciplinary decision will be examined and debated.  While I would hardly consider myself a car mechanic because I drive a car, many deem themselves to be coaches because they played in high school.  The “arm-chair quarterback” is a phenomenon that has plagued sports since the invention of the La-Z-boy recliner.  

Last year the Rhinelander Hodags only won one game, I know that because we are the team they beat!  I remember talking to head coach MJ Laggis before that fateful game and discussing how difficult it is to go through a season like that.  The paradox is that you work twice as hard.  You turn over every stone, try any motivational technique, and experiment with every system known to hockey in an attempt to find a way to do more with less.  Like a well-trained EMT you bring your team back to life game after game and loss after loss.  You coax another practice out of them and build them back up to face the next obstacle.  Your daily level of enthusiasm rivals the Doodlebops.  If you don’t know what a Doodlebop is, consider yourself fortunate.  

Losing seasons bring about disgruntled players, upset parents and all the brush fires that losing ignites.  At the end of one of those seasons, of which I have had a few, you are completely exhausted mentally and physically.  Your lack of measurable success isn’t a result of a poor effort on your part, but more likely a shortage of talented and experienced players.  But there will be little or no recognition for you or your team when it is over.  There may however, be a parent inquisition to have you removed from your job.  Losing coaches are often shown the door under the pressure of imperious parent groups.

Not only do you have to deal with the emotions of your players and their parents, you have to first conquer your own disappointment.  As males we learn on the elementary school playground that athletic prowess is our measuring stick.  Eventually, most of us grow to understand that our worth goes much deeper than that, but we continue to wear our won-loss record like a nametag at the company picnic.  The breadth of what we try to do as coaches is immense.  Like a variety act on the Ed Sullivan Show, we try to keep a multitude of plates spinning.  But the unfair reality is we will often judge ourselves and others will almost certainly judge us by two simple numbers.  Wins and loses.

During the course of a season coaches are faced with countless decisions that have nothing to do with game strategy or line combinations.  Teenagers, while not always consistent in their game play, are remarkably steadfast in their ability to push the envelope of rules and expectations.  Time and again I have witnessed parents, coaches and even athletic directors sweep away character issues and rule violations in the name of winning.  When faced with difficult choices regarding good players too often the solution is to find a way to rationalize or circumvent the rules.  It is equally disappointing to see parents beg, plead and bargain to get suspensions reduced and rules ignored.  Unlike days gone by, kids seldom get into more trouble when they go home with bad news.  

Taking the high road in a tough situation is seldom easy or without intense analysis.  Benching a fourth liner won’t often be a difficult decision, but sitting down your top scorer might take a bit more determination.  Ironically, a coach who looks the other way will be questioned and analyzed less frequently than one who stands up and sits a star player down.  That scenario is a mirror image of a society that tends to prefer grey area to black and white.  Not every coach gets it right all the time, but some try harder to uphold character against the pressure to win.  Coaches build character and the good ones do it all the time, whether they are winning or losing.

I have made some regrettable decisions in my coaching career.  The few that stand out in my mind were driven by a winning first mentality, with little regard for doing what was right.  That will to win is an intoxicating force and can control your decisions if you allow it.  Unfortunately far too many coaches put winning first.  

There is no visible scoreboard for character development.  There are no guaranteed rewards.  When and if the rewards do come they will be in the form of letters, cards, e-mails and phone calls.  The character gained from a positive athletic experience isn’t always realized until much later in life.  Some players will take the time to let you know, many don’t.  Sometimes the results are obvious in the success the players go onto after high school.  And if you have had a real impact, like Stevens Point Coach Jack Stoskopf did with his program, all of your captains will come back to your final banquet.  What a statement that makes about the character and career of a coach.   

Or in the case of Badger head coach Mike Eaves your rewards will come two-fold in the form of a national championship and a heartfelt tribute from a player.  Following last year’s championship run captain Adam Burish had this to say about his head coach.

“One of the neat things he does is that he wants to teach you life lessons,” said Burish.  “A lot of times, he won’t come in and talk strategy, he won’t come and talk tactics, he’ll talk life lessons.  He’ll say, ‘If we do it this way, if we accomplish it this way, you’ll be a better father, you’ll be a better husband, you’ll be better down the line in your career, whatever that might be.’  That’s one of the neat things about him that people don’t understand is that he teaches you life lessons and that’s something that we five (seniors) that are done here will take away and be better people because of being around Coach Eaves.”

Whoever said, it’s not whether you win or lose, but how you play the game, was right.  In the next two weeks a lot of high school teams will clean out their lockers and turn in their gear as their season comes to an end.  A lot of good coaches, who worked long and hard hours to do the right thing and to build character in the face of adversity, will painfully say farewell to another completed journey.
And while their won-loss record or their departure from the playoffs won’t catch anyone’s attention, know well that most did the best they could and that your son or daughter will be a better person because of their efforts.  

Teaching players the game is not the hard part of coaching.  There are plenty of books, videos and clinics to tell you how and why to teach everything from skating to forechecking.  The valuable aspect of coaching is in the life long lessons you teach—the character you develop.  The losses fade quickly, and only a few of the wins will stand the test of time.  But the character you build will last forever.

As coaching mentor Bruce Brown writes, “If a kid enters your program with the wrong behaviors, wrong perceptions and wrong actions, that’s because other people didn’t do their job.  If the kid exits your program still with the wrong behaviors, perceptions and actions, then coach, it’s on your shoulders.”  

The scoreboard for character doesn’t come with neon lights and Pepsi ads.  It’s measured in the number of youngsters you help turn into responsible and productive adults.  You won’t find that scoreboard in the sports page or on the ten o-clock news.  It is the coaching scoreboard—and in reality, it is the one that matters most.
