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Coaching the boys of spring *-;

Regular rcaders of this space know that |
have a fascination with baschall. Despite the
wildly divergent topics | pick cach weck
entertain, instruct and provoke readers, |
spend an inordinate number of waking hours
trying to understand baseball.

I coach two bascball tcams. One of which is
a relatively successful senior team, for which |
also play. The other, is the Milion District
High School Mustangs, who have never
played a rcal game under my ticlage.

The scnior tcam is organized under a loose
hicrarchical sysiem. The more important you
are 1o the tcam'’s success, the more clout your
opinion has. I stand as managing-inmatc of the
asylum.

‘The Mustangs, however, have operated in
the past under the eye of a tcacher, John
Davis, who has made the necessary decisions,
including stepping aside with uncqualicd
spced when [ mentioned my interest in coach-
ing. Afler a month of practices |1 believe Mr.
Davis, in cahoots with every other high school
coach in"®wn, decided that | should be al-
lowed the opportunity 10 experience a high
school coaching assignment first hand.

The Milton District tcam 1s a study. | know
bascball. 1 know it inumatcly. As a wrilcr,
broadcaster, player and coach, 1 know
bascball. In house league, high school, varsity,
scnior and professional levels I'know bascball,
| have coached, played, writicn or broadcast at
every level, :

The problem is: | haven't done all those
‘things at every level. Call it a gap in my
knowlcdge. It's these blind spots that fuel my
esscnuial fascinauon with the game.

Having watched high school bascball | know
some playc:sﬁuvc a great backing in the fun-
damentals of ‘the game. They know how 10
slide, sical, pick up a grounder, position them-
sclves for a fly ball and do innumcrable other
things the game requirces. Others have no idca.
They've neverdbeen taught. '

When | gethome from work, I am invariably
greeled with the question “What are you
doing?”. In fact, this same question may be
repeated 10 or 20 umces, no matier what my
answcr is. |

No, | don't have a two-year-old child, just a
talkative cockaticl who begins to squawk ex-
cilcdly when he sces my car tumn in the
driveway. '

It’s all my fault, really. This dam bird was
abandonncd by his family at age five, and
rctumed o the breeder because his humans
had a baby and were concemed that. there
would be allcrgy problems.

When | was visiting the aviary, | couldn’t
hclp but notice the pathetic bundle of yellow
fcathers, Muffed up miscrably on a branch.
The other birds were happily and noisily
flying from perch 10 perch, cating, drinking
and squabbling. Not this bird, though, he
clcarly fch that his life was over,

‘Next thing you know, | was on my way
home, tenderly carrying a small cardboard box
with ventilation holes in it. The fact that it’s
pretty diflicult 0 ascertain iemperament of a
maturc bird through holcs in a cardboard box

sucked blood from a reasonably deep, trian-

gular opening in my finger, | paused to recon-
sider. This was not fair.
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|- wonder then, if waking an hour 10 teach
sliding is worth it when all but two, guys
know how. | would howcver, tcar out my hair,
if my failure 1o tcach sliding costs us a game.
So next practice we slide. Muluply this by the
thousands of litle things that a player lecams
over the years and you're faced with a whole
lot of practice time. Unfortunately it’s tough 10
tcach mental awareness.

During the eight-game season a couple of
breaks here, or a couple of mistakes there will

‘mean the difference between success and
failure. Notch a couple of cheap wins and the
SCASON's a succ _

If we play evgry inning of every game,
which is doubtful due to curfew regulations,
the Milton District Mustangs have 10 make
168 outs on defence while avoiding the same
on offence. That'sit.

Right now, however, we are concerned about .

the make-up of the tcam. The right mix of
vetlerans, rookies, guys who want to play and
those whose ability mcias you have to let
them, is necessary.

It's ime 10 scout the other icams, especially
those aL E.C. Drury and Bishop Reding. The
word is that the Spartans are the olass of Mil-
ton, the tcam that has all the picces that a win-
ner needs. | like being the underdog.

'S0 the Mustangs embark on their 1992
scason with a home game on Tuesday at Brian
Best Park. Al the same tume | look forward 1o
leamning a little bit more about the game I find
SO intriguing.

What are you doing teaching a bird to tal

AND YOU

Here I was, changing food and water dishes,
and genty talking 1o my new fricnd when he
made a totally unwarranied attack on my per-
son. A painful one. Rethinking the situation
was obviously in order.

It was not a question of the bird no! being
accustomed 10 my presence. He was always
quite happy to sc¢ me, waltChed my every
move with bright-eyed interest, and even
l’ﬂd me'with the occasional woll-whistle.

I figured it out, | had 10 laugh at

myseclf. Any idiot should have been able o0 see
that this poor bird had lived his entire life,
from the moment he Icfi the breeder’s aviary,
in a cage. I'm sure he had been well looked-
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Remedie

Studies have shown that underachieving
children can make two to four umes as much
progress in school with a “mastery™ program.
There is no question they can learn — in fact,
they can learn at an extraordinary pace, if the
instruction is designed properly.

The following techniques care thought 10 be:

important in helping the underachicving child:

0 Maximize academic leaming ume.
Studics show that many classrooms provide as
litle as 30 minutcs of academic instruction per
day in the carly years — much of the day is
taken up with socialization, music, art, recess,
gym, and outings.

Q Idenufy specific arcas of deficit. It is not
enough 1o say we should work on rcading. We
need o0 identify specific deficits — the sounds
of the letiers (phonics), attaching verbal labels
to visual stimuli (eg. colours, letiers, shapes),
and so on. -

O Break the task-down into small steps, so
the child can progress casily from one sicp 0
the next. This also insures a high rate of suc-
cess and a positive experience.

O Individualize instruction that em:h3

|

being let out to play). Even when I left his
cage door open, and totally ignored him, he
would clynb around the inside of his cage,
carcfully avoiding the open space through
which he could casily step to frecdom.

Well, I tricd. However, a five ycar old cock-
agicl is fairly sct in his ways. It would be un-
kind to try 0 change him, no maticr how
good-hcarted my intentions. The problem was
how to make him feel at home without making
him fccl threatened.

Since he cnjoyed human company, knew
how to whistle and how 10 say “Pretty boy™
(for some rcason, all members of the parrot
family find “preity” a very ecasy word 0
Ilcarn), perhaps he could lcam 0 say some-
thing clsc. Worth a try, anyway.

We started with “hello”, graduated to “How
arc you?”, and those two expressions cven-
tually became combincd. Before long we had
the huge vocabulary of “Pretty boy, hello,
how are you?" which came out a bit garbled
but he enjoycd the conversation regardicss.

Onc day, | asked him “What arc you
doing?” and he instantly darted his head down
and stayed motionless, a clear sign of inicnse
intcrest. Afier a few more repetitions, he had
it, his favourile question.

To this day, more than two years latcr, | have

- yet 1o come up with a satisfactory reply, and

he keeps asking me the same quesuons.
Honestly, I feel like an crrant child sometimes
bullhlvelodnil.ltmu;luilmmyﬁlf.
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child is working at his own rate, and at the
academic level most beneficial for his in-
dividual development.

O Require mastery of each task or step before
moving on to the next. This is critical. Typical-
ly, an underachieving child is doomed when he
fails his first task, because the class moves on

he can't handle the new, more difficult
ial. If he continues on a task until he
masters it, he will lcamn and progress, even if its

initially at a slower pace than others.
Q Provide immediate fi k in order 0
‘correct errors and praise The best way

is 10 show both the child’s answer and the cor-
rect answer at the same time, to specifically
highlight what is diffcrent about the child’s
answer.

Q Practice weaknesses. Practice those arcas
that children -have the most problem with.
Review those words that were misrcad on a
page afler the page is finished; practice the
arithmetic problems that the child got wrong.

Q Incorporate the tasks at home. Parents can
incorporate teaching into games and natural
cvents in creative ways. While driving in the
car or waiting at a restaurant, we can play
games like “I spy (something that starts with
the letter __ "), geography (taking tums
naming a cily, town, couniry, continent, eic,
that starts with the letter that the previous one
ended with), creativity games (cg. giving the
kids 60 scconds to name as many things that
they can think of that are round, metal,
found in a bédroom, animals with elc).

Play monopoly, card games, or any of a num-
ber of board, computer, and video games that

rcquire a child 1o rcad, add and subtract in an i

enjoyable context
O Usec incentives. These children respond

well 10 incentives. Points or twkens (and |
praisc) can be given for correct performance, |

and lost for incorrect performance. These
tokens can then be traded for special activities
or prizes.'Y

0 Don't hold the child to fixed standards of
achicvement — ie. what other children can or
should do. Evaluate your child in relatioh t0
his or her own past behaviour — did they imi-
prove? Are they progressing?

QU When depression, stress or parenting |

practiccs are contributing 0 a child’s under-
achicvement, it is imponant (o get help w0 al-
leviate that problem, too. ;




