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Contact: Dan Mezick (info@newtechusa.com, 203-234-1404)


11/08/2008

From: Dan Mezick, originator of the PCT

Developing the PCT

By late 2007 I had started to develop ideas around using a Scrum-like method in Youth Sports to manage complexity. After the first “pass” thinking about it, I documented the process definition. 

By late 2007  I had become an active member of the Agile/Scrum community, and was starting to notice other areas where these techniques could be applied. I had received some training in Scrum and also had been an invited speaker at the annual Agile conference. So I started thinking about applying “iterative development” to the domain of youth sports. 

Early Development of the Framework

My early ideas in late 2007 had  some serious flaws. One area of concern was the very common situation of duel Roles in a PCT meting setting. For example a Coach is typically also a Parent. In which Role does the Coach attend the meeting? My early thinking allowed a Coach to switch Role at any time before speaking in a meeting. I later came to understand that this is seriously flawed: each participant must be in a single Role during the meeting, and execute on all Tasks and Boundaries associated with that Role. This and other important ideas were developed over time.

The earliest emails I sent and received to and from an Organization President and Head Coach (via person in Parent Manager role)  are attached as an Addendum. From examining these emails you can get an idea of the date and my earliest thinking on the PCT Process. You can also get some insight into the progression of ideas and overall thought process. 

Time Boundaries related to  Parent-group Self-Organization

One essential Boundary of the PCT Process  is the duration boundary of the meeting. It is held strictly to 25 minutes. The purpose of the short duration is to encourage the Parents to self-organize as a group.

If the meeting is not short, there is plenty of time to express everything, and the Parents are under no pressure to organize thoughts, thinking, feelings, messaging, and delivery. A major goal of the PCT Process is to get the Parents to self-organize as a group, as a team, around the recurring PCT meeting. A tight end-of-meeting time Boundary is therefore an essential aspect of the PCT Process.  

I suspect that Organizations using  25 minutes for a duration are getting good results. I suspect that Organizations that experiment with a shorter duration may  get GREAT  results. I am almost positive that Organizations that are experimenting with a longer duration are getting  poor  results.

Which Questions to Ask

Another aspect of the PCT Process that took longer to refine is the aspect of  which questions to ask during the meeting, and how many. I settled on 3 Scrum-like questions: 

“What is going well with our Player team since the last meeting ?”

“What is NOT going well with our Player team since the last meeting ?”

“What is in the way of our Player team between now, and the next meeting ?”

Originally, I had 4 questions, and considered more. When thinking about this, I turned to Scrum to help inform my thinking about this subject. I realized that the PCT Process has aspects of the Daily Scrum meeting and the post-Sprint Retrospective meeting . However the main objective of the PCT meeting is to establish a loop of feedback, like the Daily Scrum. While there are definite Retrospective aspects, the skew is more towards the Daily Scrum in terms of the immediate objective for the meeting. So I settled on 3 Scrum-like questions, amended to fit the task of team development. 

For Kids to relax, they need to hear identical messaging from Head Coach and Parent. The whole idea behind the PCT (and the PCT questions)  is to get the Coaches and Parents moving towards a shared understanding and perception of what the team is all about. Once the Coaches and the Parents get there, they can begin speaking with one voice. When the Players perceive this shift, they tend to relax as they quickly shed the Child role and take up just the Player role during practices and games. 

Retrospective Aspect vs. Feedback Loop Aspect

I think that  when a  Parent group self-organizes, there is a high likelihood that they  develop an ad-hoc Retrospective meeting that follows Coach’s written Followup after the meeting. The Parent group will examine the Head Coach written response and discuss it as a group, probably at the next practice. This itself is a kind of Retrospective within the Parent group. It is interesting to study how the Parent group behaves after receipt of Head Coach’s  written Followup.

In addition to the Parent-group response to the meeting and written Followup, the Coach group also is likely to develop a response to the PCT Meeting. It’s not like the Coach is going to write the Followup to Parents in a vacuum. The Head Coach and Assistants are going to conduct their own Retrospective, discussing the PCT meeting and de-briefing each other on what they experienced in that meeting. 

Feedback from PCT Meeting to Player team via Player Captains Who Attend

During the PCT meeting, an optional Role is the Role of Team Captain(s). Individual Players who participate in the Role during the PCT are experiencing the meeting and bringing back a report to the Players. Some Players will care, others will not. Over time, some that care will no longer care, while others who had no interest at all will express interest in PCT meeting information. Over time, the PCT influences the Player team. The question is how, and to what extent. This is another ripe area of study and research.

Early (late 2007-early 2008)  Development of the PCT Process

By late 2007, I had developed enough of a framework to pull it together into a slide deck. Most of the original content from that slide deck survived and is now in the downloadable PPT available on the web site. A few items were removed, including some ‘excess’ questions I deemed non-essential for Coach to ask during the meeting. 

In late 2007, I had enough structure and content (however crude) to present to an Organization. I decided to take a stab at presenting the framework to the Organization where my son was playing at the time. This Organization had a Director of Coaches, who I did not actually have any personal experience interacting with. The Org also had a President who I knew fairly well. 

My for-profit company had previously sold some services to the corporation the President  worked for. Thus, we knew each other from previous Vendor-Customer roles and a Vendor-Customer relationship. We subsequently had additional  experience in casual social conversation around the hockey rink, perhaps 3 hours in total time over a 1-year period. 

In 2006-2007, this man became President of the Organization. My son tried out, but did not play in that organization that year. For 2007-2008, my son came back to this Organization. This was  the same year when the PCT Process idea started to really take shape in my mind. My son played on the “A” team along with the President’s son. The Head Coach of this “A” team was a typical person, doing his best, with his efforts strongly supported by the President. This Head Coach was a nice guy who knew hockey and was active in the youth hockey community for decades. He was not a life-of-the-party type and was kind of introverted. 

It is within this context that I pondered how to being the PCT Process to the attention of this Organization. 

I decided to try to pitch it through the chain-of-command, approaching the Director of Coaches. Beforehand, I let the President know I was bringing “an idea” to the attention of the Director of Coaches. I did this because I wanted to make sure the material was examined by the President while still working through his chain of command.  

Eventually I got to sit down with the Director and explain the PCT Process one-on-one, while watching a hockey practice where his son was participating. It took about 35 minutes to describe. The Director requested the slide deck I had prepared, and I emailed it to him. 

About 4 weeks later the President asked me a single question about the origin of the material, and that was the extent of the conversation about it. 

Therefore, as of 11/08/2008, no Organization has ever actually piloted or otherwise implemented the PCT Process. 

The email text regarding this “pitch” are listed below.

Historical Emails

I took a shot at getting the PCT Process piloted in December 2007. 

Up to this point, my Kid’s team had a single Parent-group meeting with Head Coach at the start of the season. We were approximately ½ through the season with no additional Parent-group meetings held, when I sent this email …..the text in bold is the most interesting and shows my thought process:

==================================

Subject: Formal Feedback Mechanism

From: Dan Mezick < [email address] >

Date: Sun, 02 Dec 2007 17:11:52 -0500

To: [President Name]

[President Name], 

This is from "Dan, the friend of [President Name],  --  and NOT from "Dan, the [Org name] customer". 

Question: What is the formal feedback mechanism for [Team] parents? 

I don't need it, because I'm happy!! And, if I have a concern, I know I can talk to you, for example recently about [Team] pre-gametime..... 

But I'm sure the other parents need a formal re-iteration of the actual feedback process in case they want to provide feedback. Which I know some definitely do. I think there is some feedback queued up looking for a way to be expressed. 

We have a feedback mechanism right? Before, you mentioned "go to the parent manager" ....but I think most are unwilling to go with that. And I think that maybe,  that "solution" might actually *repress* the submitting of valuable feedback of value to the head coach. 

Maybe an anonymous survey or something? Or some other way? Maybe a periodic face-time parent-group meeting ....which is practical, and does not require your direct involvement. 

Since we are nearly at the midpoint of the season, the opportunity is there to a) show willingness to hear it and b) make the most of any *valid* feedback provided. 

I think if I was coaching I'd define a time twice a month after practice (say, on Thursday) where I hold an informal parent-group meeting so any parent can say what they want to say in a parent-group setting. That kind of setup also makes the parents get in sync as a group-- a good thing. Also, no one has an excuse to be indirect any longer,  because hey: 


"here is your bi-monthly opportunity to bring it to my attention as the head coach. " 

I was going to phone you on this but I think an email is much less intrusive on Sunday and OK here. Of course you can call me anytime 999-9999 (days) and 777-7777 (home) 


You are doing a great job [President Name], -- excellent--  and I appreciate your obvious and continuous huge effort. My son is enjoying [Org name] tremendously this year-- and so am I.

==================================

Here is the subsequent response from [President Name]…..again, I bold the text of most interest: 

==================================

Subject: Re: Formal Feedback Mechanism

From: [President Name]< [email address] >

Date: Mon, 03 Dec 2007 17:49:05 -0500

To: Dan Mezick

Thanks for the email and suggestions.  I have spoken to our Director of Parent Managers ( [Name] ) today and she is going to put out an email to all parent managers instructing them to remind their teams of the feedback process.  I find it somewhat troubling that most are "unwilling"  to use that process.  I can understand the reluctance if they tried the process and it didn't yield a satisfactory result.  However, to pass judgement on a process without testing it is unfortunate.  My impression of that is that the unhappy parent would rather complain about things in the stands than approach the parent manager / coach for a potential solution or clarification.  Everyone sees this wonderful game in a different light.  Very rarely will a coach's approach agree completely with a parent's view.  Our parents are very passionate about their children and their individual needs sometimes don't match up with the coach's view of their child's role within the team.   Often times this can be reconciled with a quick meeting with the coach.  Most people and coaches are reasonable and willing to work toward a speedy resolution.  It all depends on how the feedback is conducted.  Group sessions haven't always worked out so well.  A coach can feel like he is being attacked or worse, unappreciated.  The old axiom of "praise in public, criticize in private" definitely applies here.  The group can quickly turn if not properly directed.  That being said, I think the coach-controlled meeting is a good way for the coach to explain what he has been doing and plans on doing. I just don't want it to turn into a "gripe session".  Nothing good will come of that.  I think it would be quite appropriate for you to suggest to [Parent Manager] that [Coach] run a mid-season meeting to address the team's progress and outlook.   Thanks again for the input.


                                   [President Name]

==================================

 That is an interesting email. It REALLY got me thinking. 

It calls out how Parent-group meetings are needed, but with no clear and shared ground rules, the meeting can quickly devolve into “gripe sessions”. This is exactly what the PCT Process avoids via clear structure and Ground Rules. 

Also, notice the insight from President about differing perceptions held by Parent and Coach regarding Player role on team. 

Taking the suggestion from President, I contacted the Parent Manager by email, copying Coach and asking for a Parent-group meeting. You can see my ideas are now much more fully formed. 

Many of the core ideas expressed in this email are now THE essential elements of the formalized PCT Process:

=============================

Subject: Re: Formal Feedback Mechanism

From: Dan Mezick < [email address] >

Date: Sun, 03 Dec 2007 23:04:48 -0500

To: [Parent Manager], [Head Coach]

Hi [Parent Manager] and [Head Coach]

The season is near the half-way point. I am writing to suggest that we have a [Team] coaches-parents meeting soon, maybe as early as next week. A meeting to help the coaches gather feedback from parents on what's going good, what can improve, and what obstacles we are facing as parents and coaches. Please get back to me on this. I think we could get it going for next week after a practice, and take maybe 30 minutes max. 

To structure the meeting so [Coach] and the other coaches can gather feedback efficiently from parents, [Coach] might want to set some simple ground rules. For example: 

1. Coach does not answer questions. Coach ASKS questions. 
2. 30 minutes max duration for meeting (parents-- be organized!) 
3. Parents provide answers to coaches questions within the time allotted. 
4. Coaching team sends out email in 2 days to all parents as meeting follow-up, detailing specific actions to be taken over next few weeks (if any). 

The questions for parents: 

1. What is going great/really good on our team? 
2. What is going OK/needs improvement ? What specific problem items do we have right now? What potential problem items are coming up soon? 
3. What are the specific obstacles that stand in the way of coaches, kids and parents achieving team excellence in the near term? 

Thanks for all the effort you are putting into this team ! 

Sincerely, 
Dan

=============================

So here the main ideas of the PCT Process are in place, on or around Dec 3 2007. 

The requested meeting there never happened, and I did not push the issue. There was no willingness on the part of the Head Coach. So we as a Parent-group went for an entire season with no Parent-group meeting--  except for the initial one at the start of the season. 

There was a single Parent-group meeting held near the very end of the season, but by then the season was effectively over. The meeting was held so late in the season that it was effectively impossible to inspect-and-adapt to what was learned at that meeting. 

On January 12 2007 , I decide to send  email to the Director of Coaches in the Organization. Here it is: 

=============================

Subject: Re: Formal Feedback Mechanism

From: Dan Mezick < [email address] >

Date: Sat, 12 Jan 2008 09:43:21 -0500

To: [Director of Coaches]

[Director of Coaches], 

I am thinking alot about ideas to genuinely improve the travel hockey experience for coaches, parents and especially players. I spend alot of time looking around on the web on USA Hockey etc and I do not see any of the ideas I have in mind being implemented or discussed. 

I have some simple-to-implement ideas that might really be great, that I want to bring your attention,  to see what you think--  as the subject matter expert in this area. 

Explaining my ideas might take 1/2 hour in total, and then some time for discussion. I am very interested in your feedback. 

We could meet at the rink at any time convenient to you and I am prepared now to present what I have to show you. 

Is there a time we can meet at the rink for about 45 minutes over the next 2 weeks?

=============================

I think about the need for periodic interaction between the Coach-group and the Parent-group. I ponder the problem. This is not a problem specific to this team, or this Organization. It is not even a “Hockey” problem. This is a problem in all of Youth Sports generally.

I get very interested in solving this problem, not just for my kid’s current team (which had effectively run only one meeting at the start of the season) but for all youth hockey teams generally.

I had attended Agile2007 and met Jeff Sutherland, the co-creator of Scrum. I figured he may be interested in my ideas. So I sent the idea to him, to validate it. 

Here is that  email I sent Jeff Sutherland about it…..at this point in time I have defined 30 minutes for meeting duration…..I later changed this to 25 minutes and that is where we are today …….I also defined 2 days after the meeting as the deadline for written Head Coach followup ……

=============================

Subject: Youth Hockey Parent Management—Inspired by Scrum

From: Dan Mezick < [email address] >

Date: Sun, 15 April 2008 11:37:05 -0500

To: Jeff Sutherland

Jeff, 

This is a quick note to let you know I have been busy trying to promote and directly apply Scrum principles to youth sports. These sports are in fact complex adaptive systems containing groups of kids, parents, coaches and the organizational leadership itself. All of the sub-groups influence the rest in a classic CAS way over a very long, 6-month hockey season. 

My kid plays hockey and I created a process inspired by Scrum which I call the [PCT Process] 

The basic premises are: 

1. The season is long, 
1a. Coaches are not typically managers of people, 
1b. Parents need to be managed are in fact the 'developers' of the kids; 
2. Coaches tend to avoid parents because they are hard to manage, thus very few 'parent meetings' (aka 'communciation') over a 5-6 month season; leading to all kinds of train wrecks, 
3. Kids listen to parents and then coaches in the majority of cases 

The parents are the key to success since they finance everything and have the most influence on the kids. So think "Parents=developers of kids" , the kids are like modules, the team is a system that is being developed. The coach is like the ScrumMaster and the org is the 'product' (kid's team) owner. Thus iterations over the season is my idea here. 

Am I nuts? 

Here is how it works. 

1. Every 2 weeks there is a meeting where the coach ASKS 3 questions and does not ANSWER any questions. This meeting is 30 minutes long. The questions coach asks are: 

a. What is going great with our team since the last Meeting? 
b. What needs improvement or is not going well since the last Meeting? 
c. What is in our way as a team over the next 2 weeks-- before the next Meeting? 

Like Scrum, "deceptively simple" but harnessing a lot of forces, and aligning them via (simple) ground rules. 

This provides a structure for the coach. So he is not attacked by parents during this meeting. They cannot ASK any questions! The ground rules are clear and encourage group norms that are positive. The intent is to focus/refocus parents and parent group energy and dynamics on the meeting held every 2 weeks. 

The coach is still the absolute ruler of the team at all times and this is not a democracy. It is simply a scheduled group-level opportunity for parents to communicate many-to-1 with the coach. 

I am almost positive the parents will self-organize and in effect select a captain who does most of the talking for parents at these meetings. Right? Also all the parent energy is now focused on self-organizing around the next meeting. Remember, the meeting is over in 30 minutes and is held every 2 weeks. They have to be organized. 

The coach is required (under this plan) to send out an email in response to the meeting within 2 days. He does not have to make it long or address every little thing. The written email is his official response to the parents as a group. 

One new wrinkle I am considering involves including one of the kids. Each kid hockey team has an official captain-player. (Or should) I think having this kid at the meeting could be a very good idea, communicating to the coach in the same way as the parents (answering questions).At a minimum, being there as a kid stops the parents from being idiots to the coach. (in theory). The idea here is that kids ALSO know about the meeting through the captains (think: visibility) and this also keeps the parents in check with a kid there. The kid can answer the questions just like a parent. 

Another idea is to have office hours for 1-on-1 every 2 weeks. So for example weeks 2-4 (even weeks) we have this group meeting, weeks 1-3 (odd weeks)  the coach has 1-on-1 office hours. 

The last idea is to allow observers who cannot speak-- like Scrum's 'chickens'. 

I am encountering resistance from the leadership/President of our org, although the Director of Coaches absolutely loves it.  He thinks problem parents will not submit to the process and bail. This is an idea that he likes. So he loves it. But the attitude from top leadership/President  is "this is all new, all original, no one else is doing this, why will it work? USA Hockey has the best hockey minds in the world, why aren't they suggesting something like this to us? What makes us smarter than them?" etc etc. 

I am wondering if I need to take the Google/mark Streibeck approach and simply get them to have more parent meetings during the season, to get the repetitive, cyclic communication process going. The danger is that such meetings may become a parental free-for-all-beat-up-the-coach without the simple and important Ground Rules. Coaches typically AVOID parent meetings for exactly this reason. I walked around and talked to coaches and they barely hold any parent meetings at all, for the aforementioned reasons. 

No, this whole structure is inspired by Scrum and I wonder what you might think. Can this actually work in your view?? What tweaks you add-- or subtract? 

Specifically do you think I can implement it piecemeal without the enforced ground rules? I suspect NO, because the parents will then turn the meeting into a drama of distractions-- the EXACT OPPOSITE of the intention. 

I am running this by you because my intention is to present this to USA HOCKEY and I want to make sure it looks really good. So any comments you might be able to add are especially helpful now.

=============================

Here is what Dr. Jeff (co-creator of the Scrum method) wrote me back:

=============================

Subject: re: Youth Hockey Parent Management—Inspired by Scrum

From: Jeff Sutherland < [email address] >

Date: 09 Sept 2008 10:51AM

To: Dan Mezick

Dan,

Sorry for the delay in response. I wanted to have time to think about

this and have been overwhelmed with email.

I think your ideas are very creative. The two week meeting is a

retrospective. You could make a case with the parents that this is a

well know way to review progress, there are books on it, and all the

major companies in the software world are using it like Google and

Microsoft. We should try it and see if it works.

Regards,

Jeff

=============================

***end***

Summary

I am undaunted. 

I know the PCT Process (or any process that has these elements) can TRANSFORM youth sports as we currently experience it. 

I welcome reports about your experiences piloting this process. I suspect that, just like Scrum implementations in for-profit companies, the Orgs that implement this have to be in crisis. They need to be in crisis, and know they are in a crisis, and be willing to try something new—ANYTHING--  that might lead to  better results. 

Is your youth sports Organization at this point? 

If so, you may be able to take a shot. 

Let me know how you do.

*** end of report***
