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To my football family—men and women, all the girls and women in the game, and everyone out there with just a dollar in your pocket but gold in your heart. Play big.
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Defining Moments



1977    Jennifer Welter is born to Dr. Peter and Nancy Welter and her older sister, Rachel, in Vero Beach, Florida.


1982    Mesmerized by her town’s Friday night football enthusiasm, Welter thinks football players are larger-than-life gladiators.


1983    Welter visits her cousins and begs them to pull the mattress out onto the back porch. She runs into them and spends hours getting tackled onto that mattress.


1984    Welter ditches the princess Halloween costume she left her house wearing and dresses up like a football player at a friend’s house, foreshadowing an unimaginable destiny.


1985    Welter takes up tennis, spending hours on the court. She falls in love with the sport and eventually travels around the state to compete in tournaments.


1991    Welter’s dreams of becoming a professional tennis player are shattered when a coach tells her that she is too small to make it in the sport. She takes up team sports instead.


1996    Welter must decide between Boston College for business or soccer at Claremont McKenna. She sees a prophet to help her decide but ignores the prophet’s wisdom.


1996    Welter discovers rugby at BC and plays all four years. Between junior and senior year, she is recruited to try out for the under-twenty-three national team. At just five-foot-two and 130 pounds, she is promptly told, once again, she is too small.


2000    After graduation, she gets a job as a headhunter in downtown Boston. To maintain her sanity, she plays in a flag football league on weekends, which tees up her future in football.


2001    Welter quits her job, gives up her swanky apartment, spends a month back at her old high school in preparation for her tryout for the Mass Mutiny, a team in the National Women’s Football League (NWFL). She makes the team.


2004    After two seasons, Welter leaves the Mutiny and moves to Dallas with her fiancé. She plays for the Dallas Dragons in the spring season and plays for the Dallas Diamonds in the fall league.


2004    The Diamonds win the championship, the first of four. A women’s football dynasty is born.


2005    Welter receives her first-ever paycheck for playing professional football: $12, $1 per game for the 2004 season with the Diamonds. She saves the check as a reminder that dreams do come true.


2005    Welter completes a master’s degree in sport psychology and begins working toward her PhD in psychology.


2008    Welter walks away from the house she owns and lives out of her car for several months. Unable to afford health insurance, which the league requires players to carry, her ability to play football is jeopardized, but she finds creative ways to remain on the team.


2010    Welter helps Team USA win gold at the International Federation of American Football Women’s World Championships. Each player must pay $3,000 to represent her country.


2013    Welter and Team USA again win gold. Her dissertation is published and she earns her doctorate.


2014    Welter makes history as the first female to play running back in men’s professional indoor football with the Texas Revolution.


2015    Welter becomes the Texas Revolution’s linebacker and special teams coach, making history once again breaking another huge barrier.


2015    In July, the Arizona Cardinals hire Welter as the assistant inside linebacker coach to Larry Foote for training camp and preseason, making her the first woman in history to coach in the NFL.


2016    Welter travels the nation as an ambassador for women and girls in sport, representing how to stay true to a dream. She speaks on panels about income inequality; stumps for Hillary Clinton; participates in the White House’s United State of Women campaign with the likes of Meryl Streep, Tina Fey, Oprah Winfrey, and other luminaries; and joins Like a Girl and other campaigns.


2016    Welter launches the A Day in the Life of an NFL Player program that teaches women how to play football and provides football players access to coaching opportunities.


2017    Welter is named head coach of Australia’s inaugural women’s national football team.

















When there’s no road map in life, you make your own.
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INTRODUCTION



The Noteworthy Coach






When I started playing football, I knew I was stepping into my destiny. What I didn’t know was exactly what that would mean. I just promised myself I would rise to every challenge the game presented, but I never imagined how big those challenges would be or how far I would go. On a journey like mine, there were no road maps or paths to follow because no one else had been there before. I kept playing, trusting that my destiny was in front of me. I knew there was something bigger for me—I just had no idea what it was.








THE NIGHT BEFORE my historic first game as a coach in the NFL, I wanted to do something special for my players. I’d been hired by Arizona Cardinals head coach Bruce Arians as an assistant coach to work with the team’s inside linebackers during training camp and the preseason. It was an enormous opportunity—momentous. I was breaking the “glass sideline,” the first female coach. The NFL no longer stood for the No Female League. This was a significant moment in the history of football, forever changing the league.


I’d made history twice before in men’s professional football. First, with the Texas Revolution in the men’s Indoor Football League. I was the first woman to step onto the field to play running back against men. Then, the following season, the team hired me to coach—another first.


However, as big as those moments were, I never dreamed the NFL was a possibility, and yet, here I was. The Arizona Cardinals were hosting the Kansas City Chiefs, and I would be on the sidelines as a member of the coaching staff.


I secluded myself in my hotel room to avoid the questions and commentary surrounding the upcoming game. The phrase you could cut the tension with a knife came to mind. It felt as though everyone was holding their collective breath, waiting to see what would happen when, for the first time, a woman appeared on the sidelines of an NFL game as a coach. Would the institution of football collapse? Would players forget how to play? Would the game be irreparably harmed and lose its inherent toughness? The hype was too much for me. I escaped the noise, but my mind was far from quiet.


Though this night was clearly different, this feeling was not. I thought about when I was a player, in pregame moments in the locker room, when I was alone in my head, alone with my mind, sometimes a little self-doubt or nerves or emotions crept in. As I contemplated my pregame moments, my mind went to my players. They would have their own pregame moments, their own inner monologue prior to tomorrow’s kickoff. For some, this was it, that first NFL game—the culmination of a lifelong pursuit for those guys who touched a football for the first time as young boys, fell in love with the game, and chased down the dream of playing professional football. They were about to make that dream come true. Every player had his own battle that escalated with each game, they were all playing for their future with the team, and, in different ways, each player had to define himself, redefine himself, establish himself, and prove himself. Training camp was one thing, but game day is a completely different animal. As I thought about each individual linebacker, I wished I could have just a few moments with each player to revisit key points we had discussed in practice, but it was too late for that.


Wrestling with anticipation of the biggest moment of my life, I realized: I couldn’t be with my players in the locker room, but my words could be. I would write each of my linebackers a note. As a player, that’s what I would have wanted from my coach, and I could be the coach that I would have wanted.


I had just enough time to sneak out of the training camp bubble. I stepped into that hot August night and grabbed a Lyft to a shopping center.


It had been a long time since I was in a Hallmark store. I wanted simple notecards, yet as I explored the aisles, it was so overwhelmingly bright, floral, and glittery that I questioned my decision to buy cards. It was sensory overload, and I was realizing that I may have lost all my senses. What was I even thinking coming here? Oh, yeah, great idea, Coach. Was I temporarily insane? Had training camp caused me to lose my mind? Quite possibly.


The exit was close, but one step before crossing back into the mall, a scene from my last Texas Revolution practice before I left for training camp with the Cardinals flashed in my mind. I recalled powerful words from former NFL player Terry Glenn: “The best advice I can give you about coaching in the NFL is to be 100 percent authentic. If you are exactly the same person you were with us every day in practice, those guys will absolutely love you. However, if you are fake in any way, they will sense it, and they will eat you alive.”


Damn, backing out was not an option. This was the right thing. This was authentic. Hallmark was not about to intimidate me. I turned around.


Hidden in the wedding section, so not immediately catching my attention, I found plain white cards with an embossed heart on the front—crazy enough to be just right. Heartbeat, right in the center of the defense, involved in the run game and the pass game. Linebackers are the heartbeat of the defense. We set the tone; our impact, pace, and emotions affect the entire defense. We play hard, everyone plays hard. The impact and energy are palpable, contagious.


In 2013, when I’d played on Team USA in the International Federation of American Football (IFAF) Women’s World Championship, we thumped our hearts twice with our fists to symbolize that we, the linebackers, were the heartbeat of the defense. I brought that idea with me to the NFL. The cards were perfect.


Back at the hotel, I feverishly wrote notes. I blocked out all distractions with music, and the words just flowed. I stayed up almost all night, in fact, personalizing each note so that it would hit home and resonate with each player. I instructed one undersized guy to play big, that he didn’t have to be big to play big. At five feet, two inches, I lived that sentiment myself. I told another player to be as contagious on the field as his personality was off the field. I encouraged another to be the leader I knew he was in every single play. To one of my faster yet lighter guys: Use your speed and leverage; you don’t have to out-big them. To my huddle caller: Own your position; leave no doubt, every time you step on the field, with every huddle you command and with every call you make. Each note was different because each player was different, and what made each player different was what made him great. The unifying word for all my linebackers: #heartbeat.


The next morning, as I got ready to go to the game, it dawned on me: although I knew where the stadium was and had been there for practice, I had never really been there—not like I was going to be there today. I had never before checked in to the University of Phoenix Stadium as a coach for an NFL game.


I gathered the notecards in the mandatory clear bag and headed to the stadium. It was surreal. I probably would have been overwhelmed by the bigness of the moment had I stopped to think about it. There had been so much chatter about how it was going to play out—to have a female coach in the NFL. Would it work? Was it doable? It was huge, but focusing on my players had saved me from the voice of doubt; hopefully, the notes would do the same for my players when they found them in their lockers. Those cards were my best way of expressing my empathy. I knew what my linebackers were going through; this was their dream, too.


Before entering the stadium, I ducked into the coachs’ office to see our defensive coordinator, James Bettcher.


“Hey, Bettch, I have a question.”


He spun around and looked at me. “What’s up, Coach?”


“Well,” I said, “I have some notes for the guys for the game. Is it okay if I have them put in their lockers?”


“Oh, Coach, no,” he said, shaking his head. “We already have the game plan installed. It’s a little late for notes.”


He was thinking of very different notes from the ones I had in hand. Which made me ever so briefly question what I had done.


“Oh, Bettch,” I said, “not that kind of note. These are notes of encouragement, like mental reminders for the guys on playing fast, and leadership… those kinds of things.”


He paused, and I clutched my clear bag closer to my chest. It became painfully obvious that nobody in the NFL had ever gone to a Hallmark store, bought notecards with hearts on them, and put them in the football players’ lockers, much less the 250-pound linebackers’ lockers. Anticipation of his response overwhelmed me, and in that ten-second pause I questioned whether there was a place for handwritten cards—and the person who wrote them—in the NFL. But then I choked down my sliver of self-doubt and stood firmly confident that I’d done the right thing.


He broke the silence with, “Oh… that’s a really good idea. Great thinking, Coach. Absolutely, just give them to the equipment guys. Tell them I said it was OK. They’ll put them in.”


I let out a silent sigh of relief. Little did I know then that not only was there a place in the National Football League for those notecards and the person who wrote them but also that the impact of those cards would be so dramatic.


A Moment in History


Later, while the guys were in the locker room, a significant pregame moment was taking place in the stadium. Wearing my white Cardinals shirt, I stepped onto the field for a sideline-shattering meeting—a moment that’s been enshrined in the Pro Football Hall of Fame: Sarah Thomas, the first full-time female referee in NFL history, and I, the first female coach in NFL history, shook hands and exchanged a few words.


Earlier, when my linebackers found out she was going to referee our game, they joked about how epic it would be if I got in her face and challenged a call. I commented that if things got heated over a call she made, I could handle it; I was, after all, a linebacker. We had all laughed about it.


So, when Sarah and I had our pregame moment, we smiled as we spoke. Afterward, everybody wanted to know what we had talked about that made us laugh as we stood under the lights in front of the crowd. I love that knowing what we said to each other kept everybody else guessing. I’ll tell you what it was: I shared with Sarah that we had been the topic of conversation at practice and that of course the linebackers thought it would be good for the cameras if we threw down over a play. Her reaction was priceless. She said she’d seen my game film and wanted no part of being taken out by this particular linebacker.


A handshake between coach and referee, an every-game occurrence that had happened countless times over the history of the game, so normal, and yet, this particular handshake created a new normal on the sidelines that day. Until that moment, women couldn’t envision themselves in the game, as a referee or as a coach, much less in the Pro Football Hall of Fame. Before then, it wasn’t an option or even a dream for women, not in the roughest, toughest sport in the United States. Until that moment, women might only see themselves on the sidelines—as a reporter, a cheerleader, or a trainer.


But then, Sarah and I shook hands in the spotlight. We had penetrated deep into what had until then been a man’s world. If that can happen, well then, it’s fair to say women can do just about anything.


My Football Legacy


My story is not just a football story. It’s a life story that happened to take place on the football field. By sharing some of my experiences I want to teach you how a five-foot-two female grew to find her place in the most unlikely of sports, one that has been referred to as the final frontier for women in sports. This story is about defying the odds and overcoming them. I did this by adhering to a personal philosophy I call Play Big. What I lack in height, I find in stature.


As individuals, each one of us encompasses a unique set of skills, experiences, talents, strengths, fears, limitations. Who you are and what you bring is special. Play Big is about the size of your impact, not the size of your physical being. On a team, to Play Big means to have an impact that is bigger than the individual plays you make, but the philosophy is more than strictly for teams. To Play Big is to emphasize your contribution to the collective—whether that’s your school, your company, your community, the world at large—to be acutely aware of the effect your presence has on everyone around you. Do you challenge people to dig deeper, go harder, be better, run faster? On a team, can you play up to the expectations of your coaches and teammates while inspiring them to play big, too? You can do the same as a leader in life—help others to play into their bigness.


I was so proud to be making progress for women with Sarah and at the same time to show caring for the guys with my notecards. Though I hadn’t mentioned to anyone other than Bettch that I had written the cards, one of my linebackers was so moved by my words and the gesture itself that he told the press how much the card meant to him. I was surprised later when a reporter asked me on camera about the notes and whether I wrote them because I hold a degree in psychology or because I’m a woman. The answer: neither, really. Those notes were something I would have wanted as a player. A message like that written for me on game day. Was it a slightly girly move? I guess some people might call it that, but I would rather say it was a smart move.


Yes, I brought a unique perspective—as a woman, as a coach, as a former player—to the sport. But empathy, the ability to play a game in someone else’s cleats, is neither a uniquely female nor male trait; it is a leadership trait. Period.


For the most part, what I wrote in the cards was never publicized, but my act of giving them came to define me. From that point on, I wrote cards for every single game. And for the last game I coached, I added a twist (which I’ll tell you about later) to motivate those million-dollar players. I never imagined that little things, like leaving notes in lockers and teaching these guys what it meant to Play Priceless, would influence the game, but they did.


Eventually, they came to call me the “noteworthy coach.” My card writing became national news, mostly because one player, Kevin Minter, vocalized how he’d never had a coach show they cared before in that way. When I chastised Kev about sharing the notes with the press, he simply said, “Coach, that was special. They needed to know.”


Immune to the Word No



As you read this book, I hope you’re inspired. Here, I’ve written note cards for you, too, as guidance and encouragement. You’re opening your metaphoric locker as you turn these pages—I’ve written these cards for you, just like I did for my guys on the team, and my notes frame each chapter.


I share stories that I hope resonate with you. I wove them together in these pages to give you strength on your own journey. I want you to follow your heart, find a dream, and see it out as far as it will possibly take you. Even if you’re not playing football, don’t worry—motivation is universal. It transcends sport. I want to motivate you. I want you to know that you can accomplish anything with hard work and perseverance.


Think of me as your coach. I’m encouraging you to play big. I’ve taken hits on and off the field and broken barrier after barrier after barrier—a living testament to the fact that it can be done. I want you to do the same. There’s simply no stopping you. My hope is that by the end of this book, you’ll be inspired to dream the unimaginable. You’ll be unstuck from whatever is holding you back from getting out there and changing the world, your world or the world of someone you know and care about. From doing something you never thought doable. From blazing a trail not yet taken. I followed my dream without having a role model; there was no path to follow, no inkling that making it to the biggest stage in sport could happen for a woman. My point: you never know what’s out there to go for until it’s out there to go for. Remember that, too. In my gridiron journey, there was no certainty, only hope and a belief in something bigger. There was no way to envision myself in any of the places that I ultimately busted through because, as a woman, it was unimaginable.


To all of that, I’m sure you can relate. Maybe not in sports but certainly in life.


Throughout my journey, I promised myself that despite the hardships, the hurdles, the Do Not Enter signs, and the lack of a guiding beacon, I would follow my football dream as far as it would go. I hope that I cleared a path and can act as a guide and a beacon for future generations of women to do the same. Let your dream take you as far as it will; step into your destiny.


You do not have to be big to play big. I did not always realize that. It took me many hits on and off the football field to find the strength to get back up after a knockdown. I had to seek out people and reasons that motivated me to play bigger than I could on my own. I had to shift my perception and own my outlook to help me play big and create the reality of my dreams. I had to realize that everything that made me wrong could actually make me right. As a person who was too small, too old, too short, and too female, I would make history in men’s professional football three times by being bold enough to grab life by the balls and step into my destiny, by refusing to play the game by their rules, and by being 100 percent authentic. And now I’m going to show you how to do the same: to dream big and find that unimaginable field on which to stand and live your passion. You might not see it immediately, but it is out there.

















I knew football was my destiny, but I never envisioned just how far this game could take me. I worked to be strong and certain in my strengths and at the same time humble and honest about my weaknesses. When I started playing, the biggest accomplishment that could be achieved by a woman was winning the women’s equivalent of a Super Bowl. Sometimes, I think God put blinders on me in my life to protect me, to help me keep my head down in the work and my feet on the path, because if I had seen the heights possible, I might have been blinded by the stadium lights.
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Play Your Own Game






Greatness is not an accident. Greatness is a choice you make over and over and over. And when you choose personal greatness—big or small—it becomes a part of who you are. Don’t get me wrong: just like you, I have had days when I would not have chosen greatness on my own. It took work. It took strategy. It took perseverance. Don’t leave your greatness to chance.








TAPPING INTO YOUR potential, your ability to play big, requires digging deep, learning as much as you can about yourself, shifting your outlook, and never letting a no get you down. For me, finding the game I was meant to play and understanding how to step into my potential took years and many false starts and setbacks.


If only I knew as a kid what I know now.


When I was young, my sister Rachel and I both did after-school activities, tennis and horseback riding among them. One year come sign-up time, my mom suggested we specialize in one sport. It made sense to focus and really kick butt at one thing. I was fiercely competitive in everything I did, in part because I was fearless, as many kids are. But still, I didn’t want to compete with my older sister. She was so good with horses, so I decided, I’ll be really good at something else. I’ll make tennis my sport. I can be the best at tennis.


Once I decided on tennis, my parents signed me up for instruction at a nearby club. I took lessons year-round from the time I was eight years old. I was hooked—I loved the sport. I got so into playing tennis, I was on the court for hours every day. It lifted me up in every area of life. It made me feel strong and powerful, like I could do anything.


Once I started playing, I also started watching tennis on TV. It was the one place where female athletes could be visible, could excel. At that time, no other women’s sports were broadcast with any regularity. I loved watching Steffi Graf and Gabriela Sabatini and Zina Garrison, and the more I got into the sport, the more I learned about star players such as Chris Evert and Billie Jean King and Martina Navratilova. I saw them and wanted to be them. Here were these athletes—women—and they were strong and talented and beautiful. They were gorgeous in their element: excellence in motion. That power captivated me. I wanted to embody their power. I was enchanted. I thought, That’s what a woman should be.


My aunt Jackie took me to watch my first professional sporting event, the Virginia Slims of Los Angeles tennis tournament. Watching those matches was surreal. I was so close to these superhero goddesses and all of their greatness. I got everyone’s autograph on my racket cover, thinking that would give me their power. I wanted to be among them.


At home, on my court, I was somewhat alone in my ambition. Adults played, but few young girls hit the court like I did; maybe there were two others in my city. So, I challenged myself to play the boys. After all, what would those wonderful, powerful women who inspired me do? Take on the boys and beat them, of course!


One summer, when I was ten years old, the tennis club where I played posted a notice: whoever played the most tennis over a thirty-day period would be awarded a $100 gift certificate. As soon as I learned about that contest, I decided I was going to win it. No question, no hesitation, I was going to do everything in my power to win that gift certificate. I hit it hard. I played every single day. I dragged anybody and everybody who would play tennis with me out onto those courts. I was undeterred.


Of course I won that $100. I felt ten feet tall. I beamed with pride. I used the money at the club shop to buy shirts that had alligators playing tennis on them. I thought they were awesome, so I bought three. I wore them all the time and I thought I was supercool.


How I entered that contest with such determination definitely provides insight into my personality, but the challenge also represented a turning point in my tennis game. I played so much, with so many different people, that I got really, really good.


Keep in mind, I was a tiny, scrawny kid. At the time not even five feet tall, I had this relentless heart. Despite my size, I would fight it out on the court, and that heart kept me winning and kept me in matches. I had the competitive edge and perseverance an athlete needs to go all the way. Even when I played bigger girls, who had shot up and who towered over me—it felt like they were six feet tall, and they might as well have been—it didn’t matter. I had the right attitude: I thought big. I was, in my mind, unstoppable. Just before one match at the girls’ state team tennis tournament, one very tall girl said, “I hate to break it to you, little girl, but I think I’m going to crush you.” I beat her 8 to 3. As I left the court, I said, “I hate to break it to you, but I think I just crushed you.” That was my attitude. I didn’t talk smack until I beat you. There were stronger and bigger girls, but none were more tenacious than I was.


I played both singles and doubles and traveled all over the state for tournaments. I was ranked as a singles player in the state of Florida. Around that time I decided I wanted to be a professional tennis player, like all the big-name women I’d watched on TV playing in Wimbledon and the US Open. I was certain I’d found my calling—that one thing I was both passionate about and excelled at.


After doing some research, my parents made arrangements for us to meet with a man who was supposed to be one of the best coaches in the area. He could up my game and help me get to where I wanted to be in the sport.


When we went to meet the coach, I was certain he would see in me what I saw in myself: a winner. A competitor. A girl with a future in tennis. But all he saw was my size. The problem was he couldn’t see my heart. He couldn’t read my attitude. And, though nobody could defeat me with their size, he defeated me with his words: “Due to your size and your build, you’ll never be strong enough to play pro tennis. You’re wasting your time.” That’s all that I remember from that conversation.


I didn’t throw my racket down or have a fit or even cry. I didn’t leave that day thinking, He’s right. It’s over for me. In fact, I didn’t quit tennis that day—not physically anyway. In my heart, though, I think I did. That love for the sport, it faded like a slow leak in a tire. I played here and there, but I found other things to do with my time. I kept hearing his words and thinking if I was wasting my time, why bother? Even beating the older kids and the bigger kids, which I had loved to do, wasn’t enough to pull me through the harsh reality of his words, the impact of his no. That meeting eventually crushed me. Tennis, it seemed, was no longer my destiny.


After hearing that I’d never get to where I wanted to be—I’d never go pro—I started to question why I was doing any of it. Why was I working so hard to get court time? Why was I playing with all my heart for no good reason? It was the first time in my life someone had completely placed a limit on my dreams. For the first time, doubt crept into my young psyche. Maybe I wasn’t as good as I thought I was. Where I used to see open skies, I started to see ceilings.




COACH JEN: CEILING BUSTERS


Many girls start to doubt themselves around the time they become teens. They stop showing confidence. They stop showing a desire to win. They don’t want to make other people feel bad, and they want to be liked. This shift carries over later in our lives. We can’t revert back to fearlessness until we understand what initially made us feel small. Do you have a “tennis moment” in your life? Can you remember a ceiling being placed above you? Think about right now: Is there a ceiling on your dream?


Try to see beyond that ceiling. What would happen if you smashed through it? What’s the path to cracking through? You don’t need to see the full path at this exact moment, but you do need to figure out what put the ceiling there in the first place and see beyond that.





Nobody Can See What’s in Your Heart


The problem with that tennis coach’s snap judgment was twofold: His ability to see only the very end of my quest—becoming pro, rather than the journey and all that I might have achieved along the way—was terribly short-sighted. Second: I listened to him. The truth is this: heart is the one thing that can never be quantified and can never be counted out. Heart is an important part of any equation that we must remember to factor in when striving for a dream or assessing ourselves.


Let’s break that down a little bit.


Problem 1: Heart can’t be quantified. Nobody can judge your full potential because, in reality, they don’t know the size of your heart. So you have to show them. Give them examples not only of what you’ve achieved but also the struggles and hurdles you overcame to get there. Don’t be afraid to reveal the unpolished side of the journey, not just the end result. That shows heart. Demonstrate what you’ve learned along your journey, not just in your brain but in your heart as well. You’ll find that once you open up, people will relate. And if you’re assessing a person, look for heart. Use that as a measure of someone’s overall skill set.


Problem 2: We concede to the judgment of others far too often. Don’t listen to anybody who tells you no. To get past a no, you need to know what is in your heart and you need to trust it. I was just too young to trust it with tennis. I didn’t have enough life experience to feel determined to prove that coach wrong, to ask someone else for an opinion, to ignore the naysayers. As an adult I do.


In fact, if I were able to speak to my younger self today, I would say, “If you work as hard as you do every day and you continue to play that hard, there’s no sport you can’t play. There’s nothing you can’t do.” That’s recognizing heart. And to anyone struggling with someone else’s negativity, I say, don’t ever let anybody take away your dreams by putting a ceiling above you because of their own ignorance and insecurity.


I have no doubt that I could have played college tennis. That alone would have been a win for me. But that coach, he didn’t realize the damage he did. He stole those dreams from me, and I let him. He put limits—a ceiling—on me. But, hey, maybe he was right. Maybe I wasn’t strong enough to play pro tennis.


So, I grew up to play pro football instead.


Give Others around You the Tools to Accomplish Anything


If you’re in a position of power or leadership, meaning you’re the one doing the assessing, don’t say no too quickly. We tell kids to respect authority. But we also need to arm them with the knowledge that nobody but them knows their full potential and that just because one person doesn’t see it doesn’t mean it’s not possible. If another adult back then had known what I was struggling with, I think that person might have corrected my thinking.


There’s simply no reason to tell people what they can’t accomplish. Why not give them the best tools and let the dream take them as far as it takes them? Before you say no,




• Think about the short-term benefits of your mentees’ dreams and encourage them to tackle those dreams. If someone wants to be an actress, for example, maybe she won’t win an Oscar. But community theater might give her an outlet to satisfy her dream.


• Help them identify realistic steps that might get them to their big finish, while helping them understand the landscape of their industry.


• Always let them dream big.





Refine Your Message When the Answer Is No


When it’s absolutely necessary, there’s also a better way to tell somebody no; refine your message and find a way to make it positive. I learned this in high school from the boys’ football coach. Like the tennis coach, he told me no once, but the football coach did it in a way that allowed me to see my strength, not dwell on my weakness. I was one of the superstars on the girls’ soccer team. I was a sweeper, and I had a reputation for taking everyone out. I was protective of my people. You were not going to get to my keeper through me. I wore number 13 because I was bad luck for the other team. The referees all knew me. They would come up to me before games and be like, “Number 13, we’re watching you today.”


I loved soccer, but not as much as I loved football. I wanted to test myself on the football field. I’d watch the guys play and think, I’m as good as they are. One day, I gathered up my courage and approached the coach.


“Coach Bethel,” I said, “you should just let me play football.”


“You know what, Miss Welter?” he said. “You are a heck of an athlete. You probably could help my football team, but I’m going to ask you not to play, and let me tell you why.”


Before he could finish his sentence, anger washed over my entire body. My head was spinning and I struggled to think of a comeback. Though I had expected him to say “girls can’t play football” or something horrible like that (and, if he had, I would have proved him wrong), his answer surprised me.


“I’m a football guy,” he continued. “Been one my whole life. And we football guys are the worst kind. Let me tell you what would happen if you played football. Miss Welter, you would go out there, and you’re an athlete, so you would make some guy look bad. And he would cheap shot you. I would kill him and go to jail. Miss Welter, please don’t play football.”


Though his answer was no, it was not a vote of no confidence. It was a show of respect, so I respected his request and didn’t play. Years later, I trained with Coach Bethel and his football team to prepare for my tryout with the Mass Mutiny in the National Women’s Football League. His coaching helped me get selected for my first football team. And Coach Bethel, to this day, tells everyone his first player to go pro was a girl.




COACH JEN:
MAKE A NO INSPIRATION TO LAND A YES





• Take NO as a challenge. Turn it into NOw instead by adding a little w, as in win: NOw what are you going to do to turn your NO into a win?


• Arm yourself. You have to trust yourself as a dreamer. By trusting your gut and allowing yourself to dream, you are in fact arming yourself to succeed.


• Let no inspire you. If you’re passed over for a promotion or an opportunity, if you don’t achieve something you want to achieve on the first try, you need to muster up the courage and adjust your mentality so that hearing what you couldn’t and shouldn’t and wouldn’t do inspires you to do it anyway.







There’s Always Time to Learn a Lesson


Sometimes we don’t figure things out in life until we see the replay or get the do-over—not that every opportunity comes with a do-over. Sometimes things don’t make sense immediately, but eventually they do. Back when I was in high school, I had a decision to make: go to a smaller college and continue to play soccer or go to Boston College and get a business degree. I was destroyed by indecision—play sports or attend one of the top business schools in the country? There was not an option that allowed me to do both. I had no idea what to do. I was so conflicted it tore me up; I decided to go to Boston College, but it felt like I was giving up on my dreams in sports.


My mom saw me struggling with the decision I had even as I was packing to leave for college, so she decided to take me to a local religious woman who was rumored to be a prophet. I think my mother thought the prophet would make me feel more comfortable, more at ease with my choice to go to Boston College.


My mom and I entered this room, and sat down, and the prophet pulled out a deck of angel cards and told me to shuffle them while keeping my questions in mind. As I shuffled, I could feel her watching me, and I thought, How could this possibly answer my questions? She doesn’t know me.


As soon as the thought entered my mind, she put her hand on mine and said, “You have quite a few guardian angels watching you, you have a very special path.” I was suddenly at peace. It was as if, just in her touch, she had relieved me of the stress and tension I had carried into her space.


Without reorganizing the cards, she turned two over, then asked, “Why did you leave your path in sports?”


“I chose to go to business school instead.”


She closed her eyes and said, “That is a detour from your destined path.”


My mom’s eyes widened in shock. It wasn’t exactly the answer she’d been hoping we’d hear.


“You are fighting for what you think is the smart decision,” the prophet said, “but it’s not your path, that’s why you are so uncertain.”


As if she felt the gravity of her words hit my spirit, she reached for my hand again. Again, I felt almost high with the peace that washed over me. “This is a detour,” she said, “but not an end. To follow your path, you will have to leave the money.”


The words echoed in my mind. I had convinced myself that perfect pumps and a penthouse were worth trading in my cleats. I felt like I was selling out, but in a way that was part of growing up. Then, I was being told that my angels were not happy because I was detouring from my path and that I could get back onto my path only by leaving the money? This lady had to be crazy. She had to be wrong. I wanted her to be wrong, even though I felt the truth in her touch and in her words.


She answered my doubts when she said, “I know I will not change your mind now, but when you feel stuck in your life, I want you to remember that to find your way back to your path in sports, to live your destiny, you will have to leave the money.”


The idea of leaving money terrified me. I wanted money. I wanted the security associated with it.


She smiled. “You have the chance to do something no one else can, but you have to be willing to sacrifice to do it. Follow that path through with faith, and you will be rewarded at the end of your journey.”


I ignored her initially, and attended business school. But her words never left me. Years later, I was able to understand that the experience taught me to always be open to learning a lesson, even if it feels too late.


A Second (and Third) Chance at Playing Big


At Boston College I found rugby. It was the closest thing I had ever seen to football that women were playing. Maybe I could stay on my path after all? So, I jumped in, and I was really good. I even got a chance to try out for the national team, but I was promptly and painfully told, once again, that I was too small to play. It stirred up all of those tennis feelings; it cut me to the core. After I graduated, like tennis, I put rugby behind me.


I got an adult job, with an adult paycheck, but my love for sports was still strong. I taught aerobics before and after work, and I played flag football on weekends. When I got a call to try out for the Massachusetts Mutiny, a women’s professional football team, for one slim second, I had a tennis flashback—I almost let that fear of being too small stop me. But, pretty quickly, my confidence surged and I agreed to give it a shot. Yet, as the date of the tryout approached, doubt inched back in. The night before, my size hurdle dominated my mind, and my old rejections played out. What if they tell me I’m too small? That would sure fit the pattern.


I’d loved football my entire life. Now I was so close to being able to play it myself, and yet that proximity scared me. What if the love of my life ended in rejection? Could I handle that?


Consider the fork in the road I was facing: I could continue to earn a tidy living working in my corporate job, or I could step into my destiny. I had that big job with that big paycheck and that fancy apartment one block from Fenway, but should I leave it all for sports, even if I might not make the team? As I fretted over that decision, the words of the prophet from years earlier echoed in my mind. Deep down, I had always known that to follow my path I would have to leave the money. As a teen, I thought that woman was crazy. But suddenly, with football in my future, her prophecy was clear, though my path was anything but.


Finally, I came to a pivotal decision. I could live with being too small; after all, I had lived with it my whole life. What I could not live with was missing my chance and always wondering what would have happened if I had just tried out for that football team. I had to do it.


And, with no road map to follow, I quit my job, took the risk of a lifetime, and stepped into my destiny.


But what would have happened had I never tried out for that football team? Fear of rejection could have kept me from my destiny of becoming one of the best woman players in the game, one who played for fifteen years and won four World Championships, one who won two gold medals and who then made history in men’s professional football. Look what happened because I did go to that tryout. I hold this lesson close to my heart always. I urge you to remember it any time you need a little courage to try when you fear failure.


I gave up my cushy job and moved back home to Florida with my parents so I could prepare full time for my football tryout.




COACH JEN: THE ROAD TO SUCCESS
IS PAVED WITH SACRIFICE


To be able to take this shot, I slashed my bills and let go of my fancy apartment. I had some savings, and I was willing to use that money to go for it. This was the chance of a lifetime. I’m not telling you to quit your job tomorrow if you have bills and a mortgage and kids. That’s not responsible. I had more flexibility than most people in that respect. But you can take steps so your dream eventually materializes:




• First, make sure you are financially prepared to make a transition or plan to save for when your opportunity arises. Assess the financial risks of chasing a dream—will it cost you money? What does that do to your long- and short-term finances? Can you afford it? You need backing, savings, a budget, and a financial forecast. Seek help if you can’t provide them yourself.


• Assess your current situation and figure out when you can carve out time in your week to chase your dream. Do it. Make the time. Even an hour a week is a huge step.


• Consider the nonfinancial implications: Does it affect your current job or your family? Identify the weak points in your plan and figure out how you have to navigate them.


• Remember: You might not need to commit full time to your pursuit. If you want to sing or write or paint or run a marathon, you can do all of these things on the side; you just have to schedule and time it right.


• Don’t be in a rush to commit for the sake of committing. I heard the prophet but didn’t act on her advice until a full decade after she uttered the words.







The Moment the Tables Turned


My sister came with me to the Mass Mutiny tryout. We walked into the gym for the indoor portion and looked around at the other women there vying for a spot. One of the first players we ran into was Sue Burtoft. She was built, solid, and standing at about five-eleven or so. She looked like a tight end. My sister grabbed my arm and said, “Jenny, are you sure you want to do this?”


I looked at her and said, “Oh, yeah, absolutely.”


My fear wasn’t about Sue Burtoft or my ability. It was about their telling me I was too little. I had felt defeat before thanks to my size. Defying that insecurity hadn’t been an easy task. Even though there was an enormous risk to my ego and my self-confidence in taking the field that day to try out, I had made a decision. I’d never stopped thinking about what would have happened if I’d ignored that tennis coach and pursued tennis. The regret had stuck with me for half a lifetime, and I wasn’t about to let the same thing happen with my football dream.


I pushed that insecurity way down deep so when I got my shot at open tryout… I nailed it. I was immediately in love with the feeling of being on that field; I had found my home. Size, this time, was not going to get in my way. I was playing big, shutting out all that doubt, all those naysayers in my life—for good. It struck me: “This is it. This is where I’m meant to be.” I had no doubt. I had no idea about how or why or any of the details, but I just knew I was meant to be in football. I could feel it with every fiber of my being. There I was. That day at tryouts I had not even a flicker of uncertainty that I had edged my way in despite the odds.


At five-foot-two, 130 pounds, I made the Mass Mutiny women’s football team. All those misgivings about being too small washed away. All the nerves settled. I was beside myself with joy—my lifetime love of football was no longer just a distant dream.




COACH JEN:
WHAT DOES PLAYING BIG MEAN FOR YOU?




• It’s your vibe that you bring to every situation—your chemistry.


• It’s the message that you send by the character you demonstrate.


• It’s not how big you are, it’s how big you play.


• You can have a big impact on a team, not by being the biggest player but by being a force with your presence. Ultimately, the impact that you can have on a team is bigger than your own physical limitations.
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