"Partner With Your Parents"
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They conceived them. They brought them into the world, nurse and nurture them. They teach them between right and wrong, the ABCs, the birds and the bees and have put a 100 band aids on their scraped up knees. 

Parents will always love their kids and only want to see the best happen to them and for them. But, that doesn't always happen, and when parents are removed from a situation they can't control it can become even harder. Like soccer. 

I am writing this column to the coaches out there in "volunteer soccer land." However, I sincerely hope that a fair amount of parents, administrators and board mucky-mucks happen to glance over this piece as well. It is just one man's diary of suggestions on how to deal with parents. Whether you are coaching the well-mannered children of the Brady Bunch, or uncontrollable, Cool-Aid-stained, hyperactive youths, perhaps a few of these ideas will wind up in your coaching bag of tricks. 

The following suggestions and thoughts were derived and used during my tour of duty as a coach of ODP, college, premier, recreational, and developmentally challenged teams. I feel these apply to all teams, regardless of age. Oh, I thought I might mention this as well. For the purpose of this piece, assume that you do not know everything, you do have an open mind, your coaching license is only piece of paper and your win-loss record, how many goals you scored back in your hey-day and your personal agendas are put on the shelf for a little while.  Ok, here we go. 

Partnering with "Your" Parents 

The player is not your property. He/she belongs to Mom and Dad. However, they are happy to leave their pride and joy with you for a few hours each week - as long as you are nice. Remember that the privilege is yours, not the other way around. 

Since you have all these young, bright-eyed people in your care, you need a plan - so draft one for them and the parents based on team, character and soccer skill development. Do this before the season starts and leave some spaces blank for the next exercise. 

The next exercise is to have a "Parents and Players Partnership" meeting before you even have your first practice. Parents love organization - probably because many of them struggle with that concept themselves. At this meeting, you roll out "your plan" and ask the parents to help you complete it. This is called "buy in" and it allows the parents to trust you as a person, not just as a jock or coach. The days of the Monarch Coach in youth sports are long gone. A real life caring human being is more en vogue and appropriate now. 

At the meeting do a SUPER job of introducing yourself. Carefully describe your experience with coaching and playing soccer/sports, your profession, your background, hobbies, interests, likes and dislikes, expectations, allowances and vision for the team. If you have a family, kids or significant other, bring them to the meeting. I will guarantee you that your parents will have a different appreciation for you as a person if you allow them into your life just like they are allowing you into theirs. 

Also at that meeting, bring written rules that the parents and players will follow all year. Parents also like discipline and guidance - probably because many of them struggle with that concept. Mention that the rules are not for the coach, but for the participants and parents. However, in those rules you should state what you allow and disallow parents to be involved with. 

At the conclusion of the meeting, make sure that you ENCOURAGE parent questions, input, feedback, ideas, etc. The reason you encourage it (for you closed-minded scardy cat coaches, here's the kicker) is because you then have the upper hand and put yourself in a control position. Not because you need to be a controller, but that you create the channels where this type of communication is appropriate. You will find that when you "open" and encourage the lines of communication, you and your parents will have less confrontation and stronger team vibes. So, in short, don't run away from communication. 

Because most parents don't understand the sport of soccer, encourage them to attend training and ask question afterward. I allow the parents once a month to play the players in a fun scrimmage game so they can experience what "their kid" experiences on the field. This is very helpful and quells many questions that might come up due to their lack of knowledge. During this scrimmage or during training, coach the parents like you do the kids so they can get a feel for your style and relate to how difficult - and fun - the game can be. 

If you are a younger coach, I would highly encourage your club/association to partner you with a seasoned coach who has dealt with parents. The seasoned coach can teach the younger coach how to deal with parents and the pressures that can surround coaching. 

Many great young coaches are drawn into coaching because of the sport itself and the ego rewards (which is not a bad thing) that come with the territory. However, many of these young coaches are sent packing or quit because they are not given the mentorship they need to hone their craft. 

Do not be afraid to ask your parents for written feedback in the form of a questionnaire or reply card. This shows humility and confidence - parents like this probably because many of them struggle with these concepts. Then, do the big thing, and apply any of their ideas that work or fit and publicly give them credit. This still gives you control because you "allowed" what you felt was necessary and shows them that you respect their input. You should respect them anyway - it's their kid! 

Last partnership point is always say hello and make sure you always say goodbye - especially to your parents. This is not only friendly but gives both the players and the parent’s motivation to come back for more. 

Good luck forming partnerships with your parents. The extra effort you put in and the new areas that you will embark on in further developing relationships with your parents will be rewarding and will show in the unity of the team and sidelines. 

