The Parents/Coaches Timeout©: (PCT) A Best Practice for Coaches


The PCT Process 

ABSTRACT

Youth hockey teams incorporate groups of parents, players, coaches and the league’s leaders. All of these groups interact throughout the long season--  and influence each other in complex ways. 

Current best practices and ground rules for parent-coach interaction tend to encourage behavior that works against effective communication. There is no USA Hockey mandate for a recurring, periodic meeting between coaches and parents during hockey season. A major opportunity for everyone  to adapt and learn is therefore lost.

Parent-coach communication is a profoundly underdeveloped area in youth hockey. This paper describes a new and simple structure for parent-coach communication. The described  structure encourages effective, periodic, structured  communication between parents and coaches throughout the hockey season.

The Parents/Coaches Timeout (PCT): A Structure for Effective Parent-Coach Communication

PART ONE: Background

The typical youth hockey season can be frustrating for coaches, parents and especially players. The main reason is a lack of development in best practices (ground rules)  for parent-coach relations and communication.

Parents

With no periodic, structured way to communicate with coaches, parents start talking. And talking. And talking. Mostly about the coaches and how they organize the team. . The parents are a group.  The parents as a group develop a group-level culture.

Coaches

Coaches invest huge amounts of time in the coaching activity. They are seldom professional managers and seldom have professional manager experience. Because of this, coaches tend to avoid interacting with parents at the group level. Meanwhile, the season grinds on, generating a real need for parents and coaches to communicate at the group level. Eventually parents express their frustrations to each other, leading to a downward, negative spiral in team dynamics. This undertone leads to all sorts of problems in achieving stated team objectives such as development of player skills, player love-of-the-game,  and player character development. This undertone represents a serious obstacle to success during the season. 

Players 

Players are children, and loyal to parents. Parents invest money, time and emotional energy into the 6-month season of hockey activity. Players know this and listen carefully to parents, for cues regarding how to behave on the team. Players also absorb cues from parents regarding attitude and thinking about the coach and team. In short, players do what parents tell them. When coaches and parents are not involved in continuous loops of communication and feedback, serious problems in team dynamics is the result. The kids are often caught in the middle and do the best they can. 

Current Best Practice in Parent Management

Current best-practice employs a Parent Manager as the channel of parent-coach communication. The Parent Manager, like the coach, is well-meaning and  rarely trained as a professional manager. The parent manager is in fact often a “hockey mom” simply volunteering to help the team. The parent Manager  receives some basic training in the Parent manager task--  and then goes and does it. The critical process of group-level, parent-coach communication is the responsibility of the parent manager. This is not at all effective for parents, and is in fact a failed model for fostering and encouraging ongoing parent-coach communication at the group level. Parents as a group want to discuss issues regarding the team with coaches. 

Coaches want and need a buffer to protect them from “gripe sessions” with parents at the group level. Coaches therefore use the Parent manager as that buffer. This severely inhibits communication—frustrating everyone. The long 6-month hockey season virtually assures that parents, parent managers, coaches and players will be frustrated with the inability of the team to adapt to game results and other available feedback as the season progresses. 

Figure 1 shows how the entire situation is in fact  a system
. Each team has groups of Players, Parents, Coaches and Organization leaders. These four groups are constantly interacting with and influencing each other. Over time, each group develops cultural norms. The four groups engage in complex and subtle interactions that generate system-level effects. 

Figure 1 depicts these groups:
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Figure 1: The 4 groups (agents) engage in complex, 

season-long interactions. All 4 groups interacting form 

a “complex adaptive system”
 that exhibits group-level 

characteristics and properties.

What is missing is a structured way for all the groups (especially parents and coaches) to engage in ongoing, periodic communication. With such communication, all involved  can learn and adapt, making the season better for the kids—the players. Lacking a structure for periodic feedback, the 4 groups often engage in behaviors that work against the stated goals of the team. (player development in skills, love of the game and character development). 

Periodic communication between coaches and parents at the group level leads to group-level learning and adaptation. When all the observers discuss what they observe in a structured setting, a clearer, more-complete, shared perception of reality emerges… and group-level learning can take place. By using an empirical, learn-by-observing approach, the entire team consisting of coaches, players, parents can achieve stated objectives while having a great time doing so.

This paper describes a process called the Parent/Coaches Time-Out (PCT), a process that sets up periodic, group-level communication between coaches, parents and players. The theoretical basis for this process is grounded in behavioral science. The PCT is adapted from Scrum, an empirical framework used by some of the leading companies in America, including Google, Microsoft and Yahoo. Scrum is used by these companies to manage and perform very complex tasks,  such as software development and business management.
 

It is important to note that developing a youth hockey team is a very complex task involving players, parents, coaches and the organization. As such, it can benefit from using an empirical process for management.  Google, Microsoft and Yahoo use empirical process to manage complex tasks. These firms have proven that the empirical, iterative approach is a best practice in addressing complex tasks. Some of the most successful organizations in American business are using empirical frameworks to generate excellent results. The Parent/Coaches Time Out (PCT) applies the proven empirical, iterative approach to youth hockey.

Deploying the PCT

Deploying a process that provides an easy-to-use structure for opening up communication and providing a way to gather feedback is not difficult. Even so, coaches must be willing to engage in the process before any real results can be achieved. Coaches need to be mindful that the parents fund everything, and are therefore absolutely justified in expecting more opportunities to communicate with coaches at the group level throughout the season

The ‘secret sauce’ in developing a great youth hockey team is periodic, ongoing, structured communication between parents and coaches at the group level. 

The Coaches Time-Out  process provides the structure for achieving this.

PART TWO: The Process

Coaches Time-Out Meeting Details:

1. Participants

a. Coaching Team

i. Head coach

ii. Assistant coaches

b. Parents

c. Optional Participants

i. Representatives of the organization leadership (president or board members)

ii. Team captain(s)

2. Structure

a. PCT Meeting Place and Duration. The PCT meeting is held at the same time and same place every 2 weeks. The meeting is limited to a strict 25 minutes in duration. The best time and place is just before or just after a recurring practice. 

b. PCT Meeting Attendance. Attendance is mandatory for the Head coach. The meeting is optional for any assistant coach, parent, or Parent Manager. It is also optional for the team captain

3. PCT Meeting Structure. The meeting starts promptly at the stated start time. Communication between parents and coaches is highly structured. 

a. The coach does not answer ANY questions from parents; the coach ASKS questions to parents. The questions are:

i. What is going well on our team?

ii. What is going not going well on our team?

iii. What obstacles to our stated objectives do we face between now and the next meeting?

2. PCT Meeting Conclusion: Meeting is over when a)all questions from coach to parents have been answered, or b)25 minutes is up.

3. PCT Meeting follow-up: Coach responds to parent group through a printed handout or email within 48 hours of the meeting. This written communication is distributed through the Parent Manager, if the team has one.

PART THREE: The Two-Week Timeout in Practice

The PCT process in practice is likely to encourage many group-level behaviors that support the stated goals of the team (development of player skills, love of the game and character development.). 

Benefits For Parents: 

1. PARENT GROUP ENGAGES. Parents attendance is optional. However, since the meeting becomes a focal point, most parents will not miss it. The meeting engages parents in the process

2. PARENT GROUP SELF ORGANIZES. Parents are limited to 25 minutes for this group-level meeting. To handle the short duration, the parents must be organized. A leader (or group of leaders) must emerge who can speak effectively for all the parents within the allotted 25 minutes. This is the reason for the 25 minute duration, to force the parents to self-organize. If the  parents who speak represent the parent group poorly, the parent-group will select another parent (or set of parents)  to speak. For example, if a parent brings up items related to his or her child, rather than discussing the team-as-a-whole, the other parents will probably not tolerate this. 

3. PARENT GROUP-LEVEL ATTENTION FOCUSES ON MEETING. Parent group focus is now on the “next PCT meeting”. Parent discussions now naturally tend to be about “what we are bringing to the next meeting” and “who is going to speak (answer questions) for the parent group”. Now the parents are involved in a structured process, rather than an unstructured process. Parents as a group now have an outlet for expressing concerns at the group level. Parents are planning and discussing the next meeting, actively, almost as soon as the first meeting ends. All parent attention is on the meeting and the 3 important questions the coach will ask. Parents are planning and bringing insights and answers to the next meeting. 

Coaches have the most to gain from the PCT meeting and process. This is primarily because implementing the process focuses the parent’s energies on the meeting. The meeting has strict ground rules that protect the coach from attack. 

Coaches typically avoid parent group meetings, and with good reason: without a clear agenda and structure, the meeting can become a perceived attack on the coaches judgment, qualifications and ability to coach. The PCT provides a the following benefits to coaches:

Benefits For Coaches:

1. COACHES GET A EASY-TO-IMPLEMENT STRUCTURE FOR COMMUNICATING FACE-TO-FACE WITH PARENTS AS A GROUP. The PCT meeting  is highly structured and makes it simple for any coach to gather periodic, group-level feedback from the parents. Parents answer questions; coaches ask questions-- and listen. This structure makes is simple for coaches to interact with the parents as whole. As long as PCT ground rules are enforced, the meeting can never turn into a gripe session or perceived Parent-group-attack on the coach.

2. COACHES GET VALUABLE, “ACTIONABLE” FEEDBACK EARLY AND OFTEN. The meeting is held every 2 weeks. In a 6-month season that is 12 meetings a year—12 opportunities to gather valuable feedback. All the parents have an interest in the hockey season, and bring group-level issues to the attention of the coach. The coach gets value from this. The main value is in focusing the parents on the team-as-a-whole. This actually is a great thing and makes the coaches job easier. The parents are now self-regulating.

3. COACHES CAN LISTEN IN A RELAXED WAY. Since he does not have to answer any questions and in fact asks all the questions, he can sit back and take in everything that is taking place at the meeting.

4. COACH GATHERS KEENER INSIGHT INTO ACTUAL  INTER-PARENT RELATIONSHIPS. Parents must self-organize to participate in the 25 minute duration of PCT. That means that not everyone will be speaking. While listening, the coach is gaining understanding about parent group dynamics. Assistant coaches can observe interactions and provide the Head Coach with even more valuable insights via unique points-of-view.

5. PARENTS ACT AS A UNIT. By answering questions at the group level, parents are acting as team—with interdependency of task and interdependency of fate
. The PCT encourages them to set aside individual issues and to focus on the broader goals of the team overall.

Benefits For Players Captains and Team

1. PARTICIPATION AND LEADERSHIP TRAINING. Captains may optionally attend PCT meetings and answer questions. This participation by captains provides important leadership training and a conduit of communication about the PCT meeting to the rest of the team.

2. ONE MESSAGE FROM PARENTS AND COACHES. With the PCT meeting every two weeks, there are more opportunities to adapt to feedback. Coaches can collect and act on parent concerns, and parents (via the written followup within 48 hours from the coach) can gather and respond to feedback from the coach. This open communication is conducive to a better shared understanding of the hockey season by parents and coaches. This shared understanding ultimately is perceived by the players, who hear a consistent message from both parents and coaches. Parents for example are speaking openly about past and future PCT meetings in front of their children/players. This replaces what they used to hear from parents on the ride home from practices and games. 

3. BETTER ENJOYMENT OF THE GAME. Players aware of the PCT meeting know that parent and coaches are talking every two weeks at the group level. This decreases the likelihood of mixed messaging from parents and coaches. This also has the potential to greatly reduce stress and increase clarity about the teams mission, strategy, tactics and culture. Reduced stress means more learning and therefore more fun as mastery of the team sport of hockey is realized.

SUMMARY

Whenever group of individuals gather in a group to perform a task, the situation is complex. Regardless of how simple the situation looks, the group is in fact a complex system of “agents”. When groups of people are working to accomplish a complex task, the best bet for structuring the work is to employ an empirical, adaptive process. Clear definitions of role, task, boundary and authority helps align efforts with stated objectives for the entire group.

The PCT is inspired by Scrum
, a proven, iterative approach for managing work on teams that are addressing work in a high-change, complex environment. At the root of Scrum is a focus on empirical process and frequent loops of feedback. The PCT process is no different and leverages a recurring, highly structured meeting to help radiate “here and now” information to the entire system.
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I am very interested in gathering reports of experience with the PCT process. If you are using the PCT in a Youth Sports setting, I am eager to hear from you. 

Daniel Mezick

(203) 234 1404

dan.mezick[at]newtechusa[.com]
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� Scrum and Agile:  Empirical, adaptive process: � HYPERLINK "http://www.controlchaos.com/about/?SID=8ef7eb5b2a069a2710abef27d02c851f&SID=7da824062baf60b8e78ec5f99836f092" ��http://www.controlchaos.com/about/?SID=8ef7eb5b2a069a2710abef27d02c851f&SID=7da824062baf60b8e78ec5f99836f092�. 


Scrum at Google: � HYPERLINK "http://www.infoq.com/presentations/Agile-Management-Google-Jeff-Sutherland;jsessionid=C1C8E3B1E4350A617BCBE9C82FA33BDC" ��http://www.infoq.com/presentations/Agile-Management-Google-Jeff-Sutherland;jsessionid=C1C8E3B1E4350A617BCBE9C82FA33BDC�


Scrum at Yahoo: � HYPERLINK "http://www.agileadvice.com/archives/2006/09/intro_to_scrum.html" ��http://www.agileadvice.com/archives/2006/09/intro_to_scrum.html�








� Team captain participation is optional but highly recommended. Participation by the team captain directly connects the team to the meeting through the captain(s). In addition, participation by the team captain can provide substantial leadership training for team captains.


� Group Processes, by Rupert Brown: � HYPERLINK "http://books.google.com/books?id=e-9OtYRo45cC&pg=PA37&lpg=PA37&dq=team+with+interdependency+of+task+and+interdependency+of+fate&source=web&ots=KvWHGTzPQz&sig=w7imWAyM7ZzCwi-ajQIaAYwaxh0&hl=en&sa=X&oi=book_result&resnum=1&ct=result#PPA35,M1" ��http://books.google.com/books?id=e-9OtYRo45cC&pg=PA37&lpg=PA37&dq=team+with+interdependency+of+task+and+interdependency+of+fate&source=web&ots=KvWHGTzPQz&sig=w7imWAyM7ZzCwi-ajQIaAYwaxh0&hl=en&sa=X&oi=book_result&resnum=1&ct=result#PPA35,M1�





� Scrum: � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SCRUM" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SCRUM�
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