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Preface



The coach is a major figure in the sports world and even in the general culture, as shown by the success of such television series as Coach and Friday Night Lights. Legendary coaches such as Knute Rockne and Vince Lombardi are virtual icons, and giants of the coaching profession ranging from Dean Smith to Bill Belichick to Pat Summit seem better known than their star players. Moreover, thousands of coaches at different levels of sports, ranging from youth sports to high school and college to the professional level, have had a positive effect on their athletes and often are positive role models for their communities and beyond. However, there also is a less positive side to coaching represented by a win at all costs mentality, the use of bullying and intimidation, and even participation in academic fraud at some colleges and universities.


In light of the complexity of the decisions involved in coaching and the moral conundrums faced by coaches at all levels of sports, it is surprising that sports philosophers have not paid more attention to the ethical conundrums involved in coaching sports. To my knowledge, the only other volume by philosophers examining the role of the coach and the ethics of coaching (the similarly named Ethics of Sports Coaching) was published first in the UK and is cited in several chapters in this book. The present volume, The Ethics of Coaching Sports, which I believe to be the first book of its kind published in the United States, is broad in scope and examines the role and responsibility of the coach and ethical issues that arise in the practice of coaching, as well as some of the legal issues.


These chapters, which are designed to be accessible to nonspecialists, raise important questions about various aspects of the coaching role, offer a reasoned approach to arriving at answers, and attempt to add to the critical discussion of sports ethics in the existing scholarly literature. Each selection is followed by Questions for Review and Discussion, which should be useful to students using the book as a text, and a list of references for further reading (supplementing the sources cited in the notes). As editor, I hope the breadth of the topics covered and the accessibility of the discussion to nonspecialists, coaches, and students will allow the book to have a significant impact on coaching practice as well as the philosophy of sports.


There are a number of ways readers may approach this book. Let me suggest two that may be useful, especially to instructors of college and university courses but also to coaches and readers.


What I think of as the default approach is represented by the table of contents. The chapters proceed from general and perhaps abstract analysis of the role of the coach at various levels of sports to the ethical considerations that apply to specific ethical and legal issues that arise in coaching. The order presented in the table of contents encourages development of a broad conception of the role of the coach and the rights, duties, and virtues associated with coaching that can provide a foundation for assessing the chapters in Parts 2–3, which focus on specific ethical and legal issues that arise in coaching. This approach also has the virtue of introducing general issues in the ethics of coaching before confronting controversies about hot-button issues, thereby allowing for reflection on broader principles and values in a cool moment.


Alternately, readers might begin with a chapter that focuses on a problem of special interest to them, for example, John Russell’s provocative chapter claiming that coaches have strong moral reasons to help correct officiating errors that significantly benefit their teams, Scott Kretchmar’s discussion of coaches’ obligations to benchwarmers, or Matthew Mitten’s discussion of the legal responsibilities of coaches to protect the health and safety of their athletes. These chapters, like the others in this volume, lead to broader questions about the role of the coach and the ethics of coaching covered in the chapters in Part 1. Some instructors may be able to involve their classes in discussion more quickly by proceeding along this route. However, both paths will lead readers into philosophical analysis of coaching and judicious discussion of the ethical and legal ramifications of issues that arise in coaching practice.


AS THIS BOOK GOES TO PRESS, I owe a great debt to many people. My wife, Joy, remains a proofreader extraordinaire as well as my greatest (and perhaps only) golf fan. She has been a constant source of encouragement and good cheer even in the face of medical difficulties over the past few years.


I am also grateful to my colleagues in the Philosophy Department at Hamilton College for providing a friendly, supportive, and intellectually challenging atmosphere; I couldn’t ask for a better teaching and writing environment. I am also grateful to Hamilton College for supporting my research over the years and for granting me a faculty research fellowship that freed me up in the spring of 2012 to complete this project.


I would be remiss if I did not thank a trio of athletic directors at Hamilton College—Tom Murphy, David Thompson, and Jon Hind. Tom Murphy encouraged me to become head coach of men’s golf in 1987 and then after I retired as coach in 2001 to continue working with the team as a volunteer assistant.


I also am grateful to the coaches at Hamilton College for their goodwill and support and for their dedication to the athletic and overall educational development of our student athletes. Much of what is right in college sports goes on in Division III of the NCAA. The coaches at small liberal arts colleges such as Hamilton do at least as good a job as any coaches in practicing the ideals of ethical coaching as developed by the contributors to this book. Thanks as well to the players I coached on Hamilton’s men’s golf team from 1987 to 2001, when I served as head coach and since then while I have also served as a volunteer assistant coach for providing a laboratory for field research on coaching and always showing good humor while I was learning on the job. (The informal rule on one of our highly ranked teams was that I was not allowed to touch a player’s clubs because if I did so, magic might take over and reverse his playing ability.)


As always, the editorial team at Westview was wonderful. My initial editor, Kelsey Mitchell, persuaded me to undertake this project after an informal discussion about it and steered me through a number of editorial decisions with tact, grace, and good judgment. When Kelsey left Westview to pursue a career in teaching, Priscilla McGeehon stepped in and, along with editorial assistant Brooke Smith, helped me complete the project without a hitch. Sandra Beris and her production team guided me through the production process with great care, good judgment, and understanding. Thanks and good wishes to everyone at Westview.


I also am indebted to the external reviewers who examined an earlier version of the manuscript. I appreciate their conscientious reading of the text. Their acute comments and suggestions helped me and the other contributors to make improvements that are far too numerous to list.


Finally, I wouldn’t have embarked on this project if I did not believe in the importance of ethical coaching at all levels of sport. Of course, significant ethical issues arise in coaching, as in every other significant human endeavor. But in my view, the vast majority of coaches from youth sports to elite levels of athletic competition fulfill their duties with dignity and honor. I hope the chapters in this collection not only shed light on moral and related legal issues in coaching but also help coaches to analyze, understand, and react appropriately to the many ethical issues that arise in their coaching endeavors.






PART 1


Introduction







One


The Ethics of Coaching


ROBERT L. SIMON


The television program Friday Night Lights was an especially thoughtful, well-acted series that explored the role of high school football in a small Texas town while following the lives of local young people and adults over several football seasons.1 The central character, Coach Eric Taylor (played by actor Kyle Chandler), while not without faults, was not only a good father and husband, a leading educator in the area, but a great coach and, most importantly, a role model for his players. Although he sometimes made bad decisions, both in his family life and on the field, he could be counted on by his family members and his players, who came from a variety of backgrounds and economic circumstances and often confronted major personal and social crises.


In the real world, many issues facing the coaching profession, particularly in high profile sports, raise significant ethical questions about the behavior of coaches. Joe Paterno’s fall from grace at Penn State, due to the allegations of sexual abuse leveled against former assistant Jerry Sandusky, is a case in point. Some have argued that Paterno fulfilled his moral obligations by informing the university athletic director about the problem and that the scandal was external to football. However, the devastating report by former FBI director Louis Freeh alleges that Paterno contributed to the cover-up of sexual abuse of children and that fear of going up against the renowned Penn State football program deterred some university employees from reporting the abuse. The Paterno case did not directly involve his coaching practices; by all accounts Coach Paterno ran a clean program, made sure his players graduated, and used funds raised by Penn State football to support the academic mission of the university. However, Paterno’s legacy has been significantly tarnished as the Freeh report, released in July 2012, charged that Penn State officials, including Paterno, showed “total and consistent disregard by the most senior leaders at Penn State for the safety and welfare of Sandusky’s child victims.”2 On July 23, 2012, the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) announced unprecedented penalties against Penn State, imposing a $60 million fine (to be used to help victims of child abuse), vacating Penn State football victories from 1998 to 2011, and reducing the number of football scholarships the program can offer.


Moreover, a significant number of NCAA Division I intercollegiate programs were involved in serious rule violations, apparently with the knowledge and even support of the coaching staff. These range from NCAA violations committed in the Ohio State football program under Coach Jim Tressel (which led to his firing) to cases of academic fraud, such as the University of Minnesota case where an NCAA investigation found that tutors did academic work for some basketball players with the knowledge of their coaches. Recently NFL investigators have charged that players on the New Orleans Saints football team were awarded bonuses for hard hits against rival players that resulted in the targets being removed from the game, all with the knowledge and possible support of some members of the coaching staff.3


While coaches in youth sports are mostly volunteers and high school coaches who put in enormous amounts of time for little financial reward, men’s basketball and football coaches at elite high profile intercollegiate programs make huge incomes, some earning more than the presidents of their institutions. In 2011 Rick Pitino, the basketball coach at Louisville, had a total pay of well over $7 million. Mike Krzyzewski, the basketball coach at Duke, had a reported total payout of over $4 million, and John Calipari, whose teams at different institutions have been cited for violating NCAA rules, made nearly $4 million at Kentucky. Salaries for top collegiate football coaches are comparable.4 While some argue that huge compensation packages are justifiable as the result of free market bargaining, others have raised questions about whether this reward structure is economically sustainable and whether it is appropriate to pay coaches so much more than top faculty members.


On the other hand, many coaches (perhaps most coaches) at both the collegiate and the interscholastic level not only play by the rules but, like Coach Taylor, play a positive role in the athletic development of their athletes as well as in their educational and personal growth. It is important to look past the negative publicity surrounding some high profile coaches and understand that coaching is a practice that takes place in a wide variety of contexts ranging from professional to youth sports. These good coaches often don’t get the attention the media bestow on bad behavior in high profile sports.


Nonetheless, many ethical dilemmas arise among coaches who labor in youth, high school, and college sports and in various low profile clubs and leagues, perhaps especially in such cases. For example, is winning the coach’s primary goal? Which value takes precedence when winning clashes with other goals, such as showing loyalty to experienced players who are less skilled than newcomers, allowing all the players on the roster to participate, protecting the athletes’ health, and showing good sportsmanship when doing so hurts the team’s chances at winning? Should coaches tolerate gamesmanship by their players and should they set rules or codes of conduct that apply to the behavior of their players off the field or during the off-season? Is it permissible for coaches to “work” officials, even to the point of intimidation, or bully players in an attempt to improve their performance? To what degree, if any, should coaches stress competition, as opposed to developing skills or just having fun, in youth sports?


The chapters in this book deal with some of the most significant ethical issues facing coaches. They also explore the role of the coach and the duties, responsibilities, and even ideals that apply to coaching behavior, in both ethics and law. In particular, they explore the reasoning that may be used to support different positions on the issues being examined and so provide an analytical as well as a moral perspective on the role of the coach and the practice of coaching.


Sports, Coaching, and Philosophical Analysis


Sports attract attention around the world. The World Cup and the Olympic Games enjoy the greatest visibility, but many sports such as basketball and golf are becoming increasingly international in scope, with Asian as well as American and European players making a major impact. Soccer (elsewhere called football) is arguably the most popular sport worldwide. Children are becoming increasingly involved in youth sports and developmental programs. In the United States, college and high school athletic competitions attract huge audiences throughout the country. Sports are the subject of major films such as the award-winning Chariots of Fire, Hoosiers, and Million Dollar Baby.


Increasingly, sports are receiving attention from various academic disciplines. Psychologists, economists, and sociologists study empirical questions, for example, investigating what mental qualities tend to contribute to success in athletic competition (sports psychology), or whether highly visible Division I college sports actually bring in revenue for their institutions rather than operate deep in the red (economics).


However, many questions about sports go beyond the ordinary parameters of the natural and social sciences. Social scientists can describe the effects of competitive sports on participants, but can they tell us whether competition is good or bad, ethically permissible, desirable, or morally reprehensible? Whether a high school coach should give significant playing time to the less skilled players on the team, what responsibilities coaches should be expected to meet in protecting the safety of their players, or how much they should involve their players in making strategic decisions (a democratic vs. authoritarian style of coaching) raises ethical issues that are beyond the scope of the natural and social sciences.


Philosophy can help us approach such evaluative issues in part by helping to clarify key concepts and assessing arguments that attempt to justify answers to questions such as, What counts as fair play in sports?


Before turning directly to coaching, however, we need to view the practice of coaching in the broader context of sports and athletic competition. Ethical issues involving such concerns as athletes’ use of performance enhancing drugs, questions of gender equity in university athletic programs, and misbehavior by elite athletes are widely discussed in the media, by fans, and even by casual observers. Some behaviors, such as doping to achieve a competitive advantage, are alleged to be violations of the ethics that should govern sports. But even if that claim is true, it presupposes that we have some idea of what that ethic should be. Criticizing a practice as unethical suggests that we have some notion of what is ethical.5 But while we all have intuitive ideas about, for example, what counts as fair play, it is not easy to articulate the principles that justify our intuitions, defend them, or apply them to hard cases where our principles may appear to conflict.


This suggests a deeper set of questions that go beyond current headlines. Is athletic competition a good thing? Are competitive sports valuable activities? If so, why? Does their value depend on circumstances or context? What circumstances are important or relevant to moral evaluation? Are sports purely recreational or do they also have an educational function, especially in youth sports but perhaps also at the interscholastic, intercollegiate, and professional levels?


In developing responses to such questions, we may ask about the role coaches do play and should play at the different levels of sports. Are coaches purely technical advisers who help their athletes develop better techniques, like a swing coach in golf? Or are they more like generals or CEOs who develop and maintain a “program” as at elite Division I colleges and in professional sports? Or are coaches more like teachers or professors, educating their players about the sport and even about the kind of character needed to play well? Should they aim at developing personal virtues among their charges? Or does that take them beyond their proper role? Does the coach’s role depend on context? For example, perhaps different ethical guidelines apply to coaches in youth sports than to coaches in intercollegiate athletics. But even if that is true, are there some universal principles that apply to coaching in all contexts?


Indeed, the role and moral duties of the coach not only change significantly from one context to another (e.g., professional vs. youth sports) but arguably from one cultural context to another. At times in ancient Greece, as well as in nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century England, athletes were expected to succeed on their own; working with a coach was considered un-sporting. Part of the charm and interest of the movie Chariots of Fire, which tells the story of two contenders for the 1924 Olympics, is that it illustrates the British aristocratic ethics of the time, which frowned on the use of a coach by one of the characters, Harold Abrahams, thereby showing how people’s beliefs about sports ethics can be influenced by existing social practices and cultural norms. (Of course, whether the views are defensible depends on the soundness of justifying arguments, not merely on what people at a given time believe is ethical.)6


The prevailing attitude throughout most of the world today is very different, but to what extent can the attitude prevalent at a given time and place be justified? What ethical rules, principles, and ideals apply to coaching? Should coaching as we now know it be regarded as purely instrumental, designed only to promote winning, or is it a multifaceted activity subject to moral standards? If the latter, which moral standards apply? How can we justify the moral considerations we believe apply?


The contributors to this book attempt to clarify, explore, and in some cases resolve ethical and related legal questions about coaching, including some of those raised above. They look beyond the daily sports headlines and analyze in depth the ethical issues that arise in coaching as most of us experience it; in such contexts as youth sports, high schools, colleges and universities, clubs and other informal organizations, as well as professional and elite teams and institutions. All the contributors hope to advance our theoretical and philosophical understanding of coaching. However, just as important, they also present well-reasoned examinations of issues that coaches face in carrying out their duties and suggest recommendations for coaching practices that can be explored and debated by students, coaches, sports administrators, and fans.


Each chapter, other than the two introduction chapters, is followed by a series of review questions designed to bring the main theses and potential lines of criticism of them into focus. A short list of suggested readings also follows, which may include works cited in the footnotes if the author regards them as especially deserving of attention. Those interested in exploring the issues raised even further should consult the sources cited in the endnotes.




Two


The Coach as Moral Exemplar


JAN BOXILL


Unquestionably, sports play a significant role in our society. Just consider the enthusiasm generated by March Madness, the Olympic Games, the Super Bowl, and the World Series. But perhaps their greatest significance is the moral role sports play for both the participants and society in general. I have argued that given their nature and design, sports provide a unique model for understanding our society, for seeing who we are, our values, and our ethics.1


Americans recognize the potential for sports to build character and promote necessary virtues for a greater cause. As a society, Americans value sports and what they can offer. But Americans also believe that an overemphasis on winning threatens sports, possibly by motivating rule breaking and by taking the fun out of it for too many people. Role models, particularly coaches, can play an important part in maintaining the integrity and value of sports. Coaches often function as surrogate parents, bonding strongly with the people they coach. A study by the U.S. Anti-Doping Agency (USADA), in partnership with Discovery Education, concluded that coaches, more than parents, teachers, peers, religion, and school, have the greatest influence on youth sport participants.2




Sport can be great fun to play and entertaining to watch. However, it offers something more important. The lessons it provides—taught properly—apply directly to life. Many of those lessons are usually taught first by a good mother and father, but sports can help make them stick and add a few more.3





Given the results of the study, the people entrusted to teach these lessons must be the coaches. Like parents they teach skills, but they also teach life lessons, including morals, ethics, tolerance, and most of all respect, both for themselves and for others. So coaches must be good teachers as well as good role models.


A recent USADA survey showed that more than three-fifths of US adults, approximately 162 million Americans, claim some relationship to sports-related activities. Thus, given the engagement and power of sports and more importantly the power of coaches, ethics and sports must be integrated in the coaches who influence those they coach. But this cannot happen unless coaches possess character and integrity, and intentionally teach and model these values. Since sports play a significant moral role in society, coaches have a greater responsibility in how sports fulfill this role. Of course coaches are not the only ones who bear this responsibility; others, particularly well-known athletes, bear some responsibility as well. However, “coaches have an … unparalleled power and platform in young people’s lives.”4 This is an awesome and sometimes frightening platform for transforming people’s lives. What makes it so is that this is a role they have freely chosen. With that choice comes great responsibility, not just to teach what they know and how to perform and behave, but to model this behavior as well. “There are at least five million coaches with the potential to become one of the most influential adults in a young person’s life. Forever.”5 This is a tremendous challenge that requires coaches to serve as moral exemplars.


Coaches are teachers, and coaching, like teaching, takes skill, art, and knowledge. It is a skill that helps young people become stronger athletes and stronger individuals. The hope is to produce excellence in those they coach. We see many examples of this, but unfortunately we see the opposite as well. Part of this has to do with professing one thing while doing another. In the survey coaches responded that teaching self-discipline, doing one’s best, having fun, building self-esteem, and respecting others are among the most important values children will learn from playing sports; they ranked playing fairly and winning as the least important.


But while winning seemed least important to the coaches, study participants responded that winning was what they viewed their coach as promoting, that winning was much more important than other values. And according to a summary in USA Today, a new NCAA study of college athletes reveals the following:


•Only 39 percent of Division I women’s basketball players said their head coach “defines success by not only winning, but winning fairly.” Also, just 39 percent said their head coach can be trusted.


•Only half of all Division I men’s basketball players said they felt their coaches were as interested in fairness as in winning. In baseball, it was 43 percent. Football coaches scored highest, a still modest 57 percent. The proportion of players who trusted their coaches ran much the same: 50 percent in men’s basketball, 52 percent in baseball, 56 percent in football.6


These findings lead us to examine why so many athletes lack trust in their coaches, the people entrusted to teach fair play, sportsmanship, and winning within the structure of the rules that define and regulate the games we play. Two possible conclusions may be drawn. Either this lack of trust is a result of misperceptions among athletes or it is evidence that many coaches are deceived about their own teachings. The USADA research revealed a disconnect between what coaches profess and what the participants perceive to be the case.


Sports constitute a secular religion and coaches are its ministers. They hold the same power and we expect the same qualities in our coaches as we do our clergy—trustworthy people who exemplify dignity, empathy, integrity, respect, and virtue. Players, like parishioners, evaluate coaches and learn their values by watching how they treat their players, their opponents, and other coaches. They gauge coaches’ values by observing their actions. Given the hypercompetitive atmosphere present in athletic programs at every level, plus the countless documented cases of cheating and malpractice by coaches, it is not unreasonable to conclude that many athletes have good reason not to trust their coaches.


These findings present a sad statement about college sports, which justify their nonprofit status by claiming to teach sportsmanship and character. And this carries over to youth sports as well. However, as a sports enthusiast, ex-coach, and teacher, I argue that the nature and design of sports play a significant moral role in society by reflecting and affecting changes in our society, and those involved in sports play a significant role in these changes. Sports provide the model for the changes, both positively and negatively. And if the research is correct, coaches play a significant and exalted role, and if change is to be positive, it is a role that coaches must embrace.


Though I have discussed the nature and design of a sports model elsewhere,7 I will briefly describe it and the obstacles to its implementation here.


Nature and Design of Sports


Here I want to present a paradigm or model of sports to illumine their moral significance. (This model is normative in that it presents a morally defensible conception of sports; see especially the chapters by Simon, Russell, and Torres and Hager for fuller discussion of such normative conceptions. It also describes sports at their best.) I identify four features as essential to the model.


First, in its paradigmatic form, sports participation is a freely chosen, voluntary activity, designed with no end outside itself. Though people may participate in sports for many different reasons, sports are designed to be ends in themselves. Whatever reasons people have for engaging in sports, they are designed to have a constant result, which is sufficient to justify the sport. Even if I play for money, the excellence displayed is sufficient to justify the sport.


For example, you may play basketball for money, but basketball itself is designed to develop and display excellence even if that is not your reason for playing it. Thus in order to make money playing the game you will have to display certain excellences. Further, given human nature, you are likely to respond positively to these excellences and to make them your ends. In this way the game is an unalienated activity. Further participation in the many different sports is an expression of the individual’s creativity and his or her freedom to choose which of these various excellences to develop.


Second, sports are governed by constitutive rules and regulative rules. Constitutive rules define the game and the permissible moves allowed within it. These rules define the activity and are usually designed to develop and exhibit sets of skills and talents. Some sports have more rules than others, and the rules may change over time. But whatever the constitutive rules, their existence comes from their acceptance.


Regulative rules complement the constitutive rules. These rules govern fair play, decency, and safety. Rules of fair play include penalties for infractions of the constitutive rules and for moves of strategy within the game. For example, in football the defense wants to rush the passer, but according to the constitutive rules no one can cross the line of scrimmage before the ball is snapped. Regulative rules require that a team that violates this off-sides rule be penalized to restore the competitive balance. Rules of decency reflect basic moral standards. For example, after a great tackle, the tackler should not stand over the tackled player and taunt or gyrate. Rules of safety are designed to protect the participants as they play according to the constitutive rules. For example, no one can tackle a player by grabbing his face mask. In combination, the constitutive and regulative rules impose discipline and create a safe and moral framework for self-expression and self-development. Both sets of rules are regularly evaluated and often revised to promote a competitive, safe, and moral framework.


Third, sports must be physically challenging within the designated framework and rules. This feature contrasts sports to games. Games need not be physically challenging. Again, the constitutive rules are continually evaluated to keep the sports physically challenging.


Fourth, sports involve competition as a mutual challenge to achieve or strive for excellence8 within the framework set by the constitutive rules and the regulative rules of fair play and decency. The struggle involves both the process and the product, a desire to win, and a desire to be tested.


The mental and the physical come together in competition. Each participant must develop strategies to counter another competitor’s skills and strategies. Competition can lead to respect, friendship, or combat—opponents can be viewed either as partners in the struggle or enemies to be conquered. Here coaches play a significant role as skilled strategists. They work with the athletes in practice and discuss the mental aspects of the sport in the locker room. What the athletes learn from their coaches they carry onto the playing field. They must make quick calculations and decisions based on what they have learned. So it is vital that coaches understand and promote the model.


Obviously this is a model and, like any model, is subject to deviations in practice. Nonetheless, it is the model we should use to evaluate how sports are taught, coached, and played out in society. Given the high status of sports, we need to carefully examine the issues that tear at the fabric of the model in order to ensure the integrity and value of sports and allow us to embrace the role that sports plays in our society. But this is a shared responsibility.


Obstacles


What deviations occur from the model? Here I will briefly discuss three of them: the emphasis on winning, the lack of moral courage, and relativism.


Emphasis on Winning in Competition


There are those who place winning above all else and are willing to cheat to achieve this goal. The high stakes involved in winning factor into this orientation.


The desire to win is fundamental to competition, but this does not entail winning at all costs. People desire to win for different reasons. But as noted above, sports are designed so that in order to win, participants will have their skills challenged and tested, and the results of the tests are displayed in winnings and rankings. This is not unlike the tests we give our students in classes. We challenge our students to learn new material. To meet the challenge they strive to do well on exams that require them to learn the skills. But some place winning (e.g., getting an A) above all else and are willing to cheat for the sake of this goal. It is up to the teacher to promote the desire to do well, but not at all costs. Consider a teacher who said, “Here are the rules, and here are the ways to break those rules and avoid getting caught, so that you can get an A.” If everyone were given the ways to break the rules, they would become rules unto themselves and cheating would no longer be cheating. It would be cheating if we provided the information to a few who then kept it to themselves to gain an edge. Maintaining the integrity of the academic endeavor requires that while teachers may give students strategies to help them prepare for the exam, they must challenge students to strive to achieve excellence, not just an A.


Sports are no different. If we are to maintain the integrity of sports, while coaches give strategies to help participants prepare for competitions, they must abide by both the constitutive and regulative rules. They should challenge the participants to strive to achieve excellence, not just to win. In this way coaches must serve as exemplars who uphold the integrity of sports. (Critiques of overemphasis on winning are found in chapters by Reid, Simon, and Russell, among others.)


All of us, participants, spectators, administrators, parents, journalists, and coaches, share responsibility for instilling a culture of honor and integrity in sports. But given the power and influence coaches command, they bear a greater responsibility. The pressures are great, including those posed by the excessive public attention to sports and exaggerated monetary rewards at elite levels of competition, but the willingness to prioritize winning, at the sacrifice of ethics and health, erodes our trust in the inherent value of sports. As a nation, we should embrace the positive role that sports can play in our society, as well as the issues now facing sports, in order to determine how to ensure their enduring integrity and value.


Lack of Moral Courage


My colleague Kim Strom-Gottfried has pointed out, quoting Edward Kidder, that “the key to ethical action is moral courage…. When we uphold ethical principles, … we are acting with moral courage.”9


It has been said that we all know right from wrong but lack the moral courage to do the right thing or act when we see others doing wrong. Opportunities for ethical action are plentiful, but so too are the reasons not to act. Strom-Gottfried offers five obstacles to moral courage: discomfort, futility, socialization, bystander effect or diffusion theory, and personal cost.10 These obstacles apply to all aspects of life and are dramatized in sport. Although participants may know what the right thing to do is, they find it difficult to go against what is actually being asked of them; and if they did, they would be criticized for not being a team player or would find themselves ostracized. Participants get their cues from coaches who either reward or condemn rule breaking and unsportsmanlike behavior. So again coaches must serve as moral exemplars for the athletes they coach. However, coaches face these obstacles as well.


It is equally uncomfortable for them to go against the actual demands of the position. And although they might like to do the right thing, they may see it as a no-win situation. Perhaps no one cares or “everyone is doing it,” or they believe that ethical appeals will fall on deaf ears. Moral courage may be too expensive if it costs the coach his or her position or professional standing. But those who worry about the cost of action fail to consider the cost of inaction.


“Ethical action often is not easy, but it can be practiced. It can be taught and can be reinforced when we see it in others…. As individuals we can support those around us who do the right thing. We can also demand that our society do the same.”11 This is the essence of fair play, sportsmanship, and following the rules for achieving excellence. In this lies the moral significance of sports, the duties of those involved, and their relationship to society. And coaches face even greater demands.


Relativism


People attack moral standards they don’t find convenient by making relativistic arguments. Their argument goes something like this: since different societies or institutions in society have differing moral codes, it follows that there is no objective standard that can be used to judge the relative merits of particular codes. But is this argument sound? Does the conclusion logically follow from the premise? The premise is about belief systems or what people believe, while the conclusion is about what really is the case.


Because belief systems may have disagreements, does it logically follow that there is no objective truth in the matter? Certainly not. The fact that people once disagreed about whether the earth is flat does not mean that there was no objective truth about its shape. Further, it is a mistake to overestimate the extent of the differences. We need to consider underlying goals and principles. I do not deny that we allow some things in sports that we would not allow in society; the hits that we allow in football we would not allow on the street, for example. It does not follow, however, that society and sports do not share common goals and principles.


The constitutive and regulative rules that govern each sport are designed to challenge participants to develop their skills. But there are also descriptive and moral rules necessary for sports to even exist and must be embraced by all. Deliberate harm and cheating are two examples. These rules are in force in all sports and in all cultures. Sports may differ in what they regard as legitimate exceptions to the rules, but those differences exist against a broad background of agreement. And sports exist within a society that shares this broader agreement. So it is a mistake to overemphasize the differences at the expense of the broader background of agreement, whether in our society or in any society. As Robert Simon so aptly puts it, “Sport … provides an arena which illustrates a framework of universal values within which the competition takes place.”12 (But see Chapter 5 for William J. Morgan’s defense of the importance of historical and social context, which might lead him to dissent from the idea of universal values.)


Given the great impact of sports on society, it is critical that they exemplify this broader moral agreement. Sports both reflect and actively affect society. This is one reason for their moral significance. Sports teach us what is acceptable and what is unacceptable, what is condoned and what is shunned.


Understanding the place of sports in our society and our role in perpetuating it requires us to understand the paradigm and how it is applied. Those who coach and administer sports bear the burden of upholding the integrity of sports. It isn’t easy; there is no algorithm to plug in the variables, no simple recipe to follow. Sports display excellence and moral courage, as well the undermining of excellence and the lack of moral courage. We expect our teachers, our coaches, to promote the best displays and serve as exemplars. We cannot expect them to be perfect. Coaches are human and fallible, but in accepting the role of coach, they accept the responsibility of developing excellence in those they teach.


Conclusion


The chapters that follow discuss the moral and legal responsibilities of coaches, examine issues of coaching policy such as allocation of playing time among team members, and the proper emphasis on competition in youth sports. They also explore issues in ethical justification that investigate the logical grounds that might be offered in developing and supporting decisions by coaches. Coaching, far from being a purely technical or strategic activity, is permeated by ethical and related educational concerns. I hope this book contributes to our philosophical and intellectual understanding of the complexities of coaching and to better coaching as well.


Sports provide a unique model for understanding who we are and what we want to achieve. In this way sports serve a significant moral function and as an exemplar for public ethics. Everyone bears responsibility to uphold honor in our society and in sports, but coaches, given their power, bear a greater responsibility. Understanding this is important for all of us, because the death of ethics is the sabotage of excellence.




PART 2





The Coach’s Role: Conceptions of Coaching



ROBERT L. SIMON


The chapters in Part 2 explore a set of related questions concerning what function coaches should play in sports. What is the best way of understanding the role of the coach? What are a coach’s duties, responsibilities, and rights? By what criteria should a coach’s performance be evaluated? How should coaches themselves think of their roles and functions?


A quick answer is that the coach’s job is to teach the relevant physical skills, with due allowances for the age and physical development of those receiving the coaching—technical coaching about the mechanics of the sport, for example, a pure swing coach in golf who only works on making a player’s physical movements as efficient and technically sound as possible.1


Is it the coach’s job simply to win? I examine and reject this suggestion in my own contribution to this section. For now, it is perhaps enough to say, first, that winning should not be the only goal of coaches in youth and children’s sports and, second, that a win in a sloppily played game against an inferior opponent is not necessarily anything to be proud of.


Indeed, a moment’s reflection will suggest that in most sporting contexts, these accounts of the coach’s role are simplistic. For example, we normally expect the coach to teach not just the physical skills but also the mental skills necessary for good play. Coaches should help players make smart decisions in game situations as well as understand the strategies best employed in contests. Many people also would maintain that coaches, perhaps particularly in youth sports but elsewhere as well, should teach respect for officials and opponents, promote the ideals of fair competition and being a good sport, and generate enthusiasm for the sport among the players.


Should we also expect coaches to have a positive effect on the character of the athletes? If so, what do we mean by “positive effect”? Is it reasonable or fair to expect coaches to have expertise at character building as well as teaching skills relevant to the sport? Do coaches have ethical responsibilities that go beyond building character, such as upholding standards of fair play and respecting the rights of all competitors including opponents?


The contributors to this section address issues such as these as they explore the role of the coach. Heather Reid considers the purpose of athletic competition and its implications for the role of the coach relative to its roots in ancient Greek philosophy. In particular, as Reid explains, Plato saw training in athletics as a major part of a good education designed to produce virtuous people. While many critics of intercollegiate sports regard athletics as an intrusion on the true mission of educational institutions, Reid suggests that on the contrary, when properly carried out, athletics and academics can be integrated elements of an educational process aimed at producing good citizens. The coach, on this view, is in the broadest sense a teacher of virtue.


Theorists who stress the virtues can be divided into those who regard the virtues as fundamental ethical values, not derivable from any more fundamental ones, and those who see them as derivative. For example, utilitarians, who ethically evaluate actions or general practices solely by their consequences, striving for the best ratio of good to bad effects, might regard virtues as those traits of character which incline the bearer toward actions that have good consequences.


Virtue theorists influenced by the writings of Plato and Aristotle regard the virtues as basic; right actions are the ones virtuous people would choose. Virtuous individuals exercise practical wisdom and good judgment that they develop through experience, rather than follow a set of mechanical rules. Wise coaches, on this view, make good judgments that reflect their own virtues and promote the growth of good character in their players. Thus wise coaches know which play to call at which moment, how to motivate players, and how to balance such values as competitive success and broad participation, not through the application of rigid rules but through habits of good judgment they have developed through years of experience. By exhibiting the virtues, they are excellent role models for others and help their players to develop as virtuous persons.


Critics of virtue theory raise a number of concerns. Critics can question whether what counts as a virtue changes from one historical context to another. For example, did the ancient Greeks or medieval knights value honor more than we do? Other critics ask if claims made by virtuous coaches and other sports figures based largely on their personal experience can be justified to others in public discourse. More generally, what would be the nature of justification of ethical claims in sport?


In my own contribution to this section, I explore the question of how ethical and other evaluative claims made in sports can be justified or supported by reason. I first reject what I regard as some crude ideas about sports, such as the view that they should be thought of primarily as a means of discharging aggression, and some equally crude views about the function of the coach, such as the claim that the coach’s only obligation is to win. I then argue for what has been called a broad internalist or intepretivist approach to the ethics of sport. According to this approach, similar to the account of law advanced by legal theorist Ronald Dworkin and applied to sports by a number of thinkers, we best understand the value of sports, and why so many find it fascinating, by interpreting the activity in a way that makes sense of its key features and presents it in its ethically best light.2 For example, why do sports, or at least such paradigm cases as baseball, basketball, soccer, field hockey, and golf, have rules that create artificial challenges to what otherwise would be a relatively easy task, such as simply placing a small ball in a hole compared to holing one’s shot according to the established rules of golf? This feature is best explained, as I and other broad internalists argue, by the idea that sports are constructed to provide challenges and that the pursuit of challenge is fundamental to understanding sports and making moral judgments about them. Of course, other areas (e.g., doing well on the SAT exam or in a job) also involve challenges, but we do not normally take the SAT or go to work just for the challenge; we need a decent SAT score to get into college and we need a job to earn a living.3 Of course, we play sports for other reasons too, for example, to make friends or get exercise, but we make the friends and get the exercise by trying to meet the challenge of the sport. That is what makes challenge so fundamental. (See Jan Boxill’s chapter on the idea that a sports contest normally is freely chosen by all parties who wish to challenge themselves in what has been called a “mutual quest for excellence.”) Of course, the pursuit of excellence through challenge does not imply an isolated morality of sports separate from more general ethical considerations; such pursuit is constrained by a number of moral considerations, including principles of fairness and respect for others.


As broad internalists and legal interpretivists have developed the idea, a theory of sports includes broad principles that sometimes must be weighed against one another, not simply rules such as “three strikes and you are out,” that apply in an all-or-nothing manner. Thus J. S. Russell has suggested as a basic principle of sports that we interpret the rules of a sport “in such a manner that the excellences embodied in achieving the lusory goals of the game are not undermined but are maintained and fostered.”4 Russell cites an 1887 major league baseball game where a runner crossed home plate; according to the then rules of the game he was no longer a base runner and hence not governed by rules prohibiting interference with fielders. He then wrestled the opposing catcher to the ground, enabling a teammate to score. The umpire, however, ruled correctly that the rule about noninterference should be interpreted to prohibit such behavior. This ruling can be justified according to Russell’s principle, since wrestling is not a skill baseball was designed to test.


My own version of broad internalism suggests that sports are in significant part an educative activity; we learn about ourselves and others and can develop ethically through our attempt to meet the challenges of sports, especially when carried out as broad internalism recommends. Coaches, on this view, are educators who, particularly in youth sports and educational institutions, should be charged with teaching the physical, mental, and moral skills required to meet the challenges of their sport, which often are closely related to those required for success in the classroom as well.


In my chapter, I briefly suggest, and have argued more fully elsewhere, that a broad internalist theory which survives extended criticism from diverse perspectives might achieve universal assent and might be regarded as justifiable for all reasonable people. More modestly, it would not be unreasonable to believe that the best explanation of why such a theory has survived such critical scrutiny is that it is truly the best interpretive theory applying to the areas of sports in question and accordingly ought to be accepted by all sporting communities.


In his chapter, William J. Morgan endorses many of the ethical recommendations in my chapter and adopts many of the features of interpretivism. However, he rejects the universalism implicit in my development of the approach. Rather, he suggests, any consensus about justification in sports applies to specific social and historical contexts. Thus, to take his example, the role of the coach was viewed very differently among the upper classes in nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century England. Sports were understood as gentlemanly activities characterized by amateurism and generosity, rather than in the “winning comes first” atmosphere of elite sports today. On his view, proponents of these different views would be unable to engage in discussion with one another or reach a consensus based on reason since they lack the common premises with which to argue. (I would question whether different historical and social contexts are as discrete and isolated from one another as he suggests and point to sports such as top amateur and professional golf, which combine fierce competition with respect for and generosity toward opponents as an example of how dialogue and discussion might lead to an improved blend of the two traditions.)


Be that as it may, Morgan forcefully argues that even if interpretations of sports are historically relative, they still can have critical force. We do not have to accept the superficial views of sports prominent in our own culture but through rational critique identify the deep basic principles and values that are most justified within our own cultural tradition and use them to criticize popular but shallow social understandings that cannot pass critical scrutiny.


What is the relevance or practical significance of broad internalism, and the debate over whether or not interpretations of sports are historically relative? Why does this rather abstract debate matter to coaches and those interested in the ethics of coaching?


Let me offer two suggestions. First, if the other contributors and I are correct in maintaining that coaches have ethical responsibilities, coaches need to be able to make sound ethical judgments as well as sound strategic ones. Surely a defensible overall theory of the moral aspects of sports, along with a specific account that makes sense of their own sports and views them in a morally supportable manner, is crucial to such an endeavor. As Doug Hochstetler argues in the concluding chapter of this section, coaches always have a philosophy even if it is never fully articulated. Making that philosophy explicit can help make the individual coach’s judgments more consistent with one another and also allow for critical examination of and consequent improvement of it.


Second, on both Morgan’s view and my own, coaches need to look beyond a shallow popular consensus on what is ethical in sports.5 What is popular or widely accepted may not necessarily be supported by good reasons. On Morgan’s view, we need to look for the deeper values implicit in our own cultural practices, while on mine, even those are subject to critical scrutiny that through discourse and debate can potentially yield a justifiable universal consensus. But either way, coaches carry out their ethical responsibilities best by being able to distance themselves from widely accepted but not necessarily well-grounded views of sports and examine them with a critical eye.


Doug Hochstetler agrees that coaches need a philosophy and implicitly suggests that coaches need not engage in abstract philosophical theorizing to the extent that my own and Morgan’s conceptions of broad internalism seem to require. Hochstetler draws on his own experiences as an athlete and on the approach to pragmatism of American philosopher Henry Bugbee to stress the pragmatic function of the coach’s approach to the game.


Pragmatism emphasizes that ideas are tools and are evaluated by how they help us solve specific problems. Hochstetler suggests the coach frequently functions as a problem solver. While he does not deny the need for justification and validation of the coach’s approach to problems that arise in sporting contexts, Hochstetler stresses the role of sensitivity and openness to change that characterize good coaching. Coaches, on this view, draw on their experience and judgment and their sensitivity to what is at stake, rather than an elaborate philosophical theory (which still might be useful is assessing coaching decisions after they are made) in order to make good decisions under the pressure of competition. As leaders of their teams, they need to project confidence but also show humility and be open to change and growth as they learn through experience.


In spite of differences in approach, which sometimes run deep, the contributors to Part 2 agree on some main themes that are worth reviewing. First, they all agree that there is a significant moral dimension to coaching and reject the idea that the coach’s main function is entirely technical (teaching mechanics of the sport) or purely strategic, let alone simply to win contests. Second, they also agree on the need for development of a moral perspective or theory that can be used not only by coaches themselves but also by those who assess or evaluate their performance. Disagreement among contributors may arise, however, over what moral perspective is most applicable to coaching: for example, whether a virtue-centered approach, a pragmatic one, or one that focuses more on the respect for the challenge of the sport and its implications for fairness and the rights and duties of participants.6 The other contributors and I hope that the following chapters will stimulate readers to test the ideas proposed and use them to develop their own philosophy of coaching.




Three



Coaching for Virtue in Plato’s Academy*



HEATHER REID




The power to learn is present in everyone’s soul [but] the instrument with which each learns is like an eye that cannot be turned around from darkness to light without turning the whole body.


—PLATO





Conventional wisdom holds that sports build character. Many social scientists contend that the opposite is true: sports actually degrade moral character. Purists shun the question entirely, believing that sports, as a form of play, require no broader justification. Sports’ inclusion in schools and universities, however, does deserve some sort of justification. Recreation and health promotion are only part of the story, and out of proportion to the emphasis placed on competitive athletics. If sports can indeed function as a form of moral education, then their place in the academy would be clearly warranted—not least because classroom presentation of ethical theories has very limited potential for improving moral behavior. Because sports involve physical activity and interpersonal interaction in a rule-governed environment, they may indeed be an excellent medium through which to habituate good moral character. This was the role of sports in ancient Greek education: the cultivation of a kind of moral and personal excellence known as aret[image: ].1


But as suggested by some modern social science data, good moral character is not an automatic outcome of athletic participation.2 Coaches who put character first, or at least near the top of their educational goals, need to be thoughtful and intentional about achieving it. They may have to distance themselves from the conventions and reward systems common in sports today. Since moral education is such an important social task, however, coaches who strive to achieve it are fighting the good fight. I am one of a group of scholars who believe that the cultivation of aret[image: ] is the highest social good that sports can bring and should therefore be the guiding principle of sports participation and promotion—an approach we call aretism.3 A better understanding of the relationship among aret[image: ], athletics, and education in ancient Greek thought may inspire the modern coach who puts character first to find creative ways to fight that good fight and to become a coach of virtue.


The History of Sports and Aret[image: ]



A link with aret[image: ] exists at the very origin of sports. The earliest evidence comes from ancient Sumerian, Egyptian, and Minoan societies in which royal displays of athleticism were offered to the populace as evidence of their leaders’ divine favor and worthiness to lead. Of course these were not open competitions; most often they were uncontested displays, or even unwitnessed feats that gained legendary status in their poetic retelling. Whether Gilgamesh actually out-wrestled Enkidu, or whether the Sumerian Shulgi in fact ran the length of his kingdom (over 100 miles) and back in a single day was immaterial.4 The point was not so much to prove the leader’s worth to a skeptical public, but rather to provide comforting and inspiring tales of strength and virtue, not unlike the myths of Heracles or Theseus.5 What remains most interesting to us is that athleticism was taken to be a sign of virtue and civic worth so many millennia ago. Somehow the link between sports and moral character has endured, despite immense changes in human life and society, up to this day. Although the nature of polities and conceptions of virtue vary with time and place, there seems to be a fundamental link between virtue and sports that transcends those differences.


We can see this variation in ancient Greek literature. Originally the aret[image: ] associated with athleticism was understood to be something inborn: the product of divine ancestry or natural aristocracy. Heracles’ moral and physical strength comes from his divine father, Zeus, and is displayed immediately when he saves his brother by strangling two snakes as an infant in his crib—there are no ancient stories about him training.6 Homer’s heroes Achilles and Odysseus seem naturally athletic as well. When Odysseus washes up on the island of the Phaeacians and a young man makes the insulting insinuation that he is a tradesman rather than a nobleman, Odysseus puts the matter to rest by grabbing a discus and hurling it (without training or even a practice throw) farther than all the local athletes.7 Later, upon returning to his kingdom disguised as a beggar, he proves his aret[image: ] again through athletic feats—defeating even the noblemen courting his wife, Penelope.8 In ancient Greece athleticism and virtue were thought of as gifts inherited through noble bloodlines rather than earned through training.9


In real athletic contests, of course, ancient Greek athletes hired coaches and trained regularly. But the lingering idea that the aret[image: ] associated with athleticism was inborn rather than acquired is evidenced by early efforts to hide the use of coaches and training. In early poetic and monumental celebrations Olympic victory is attributed to divine favor and the glory of one’s family; coaches, instruction, and systematic training programs are almost never mentioned.10 But as the popularity of athletics and the prestige associated with victory grew (in no small part because of its association with aret[image: ]), the use of coaches and the success of athletes from humble origins became impossible to hide. The evidence that athletic success could be achieved through training, combined with the traditional link between athleticism and aret[image: ], generated the revolutionary idea that virtue could be trained and was not just a matter of birth.


This belief that virtue is trainable underpins the whole concept of higher education—education that goes beyond teaching skills like writing and arithmetic and actually seeks to produce excellent human beings. In the aretic context this concept implies good citizenship.11 This idea had special appeal in the Greek west (i.e., southern Italy and Sicily), where émigrés seem to have used athletic games, especially the Olympic Games, to prove their aret[image: ] on the mainland. Indeed the fifth century BCE Sicilian Epicharmus of Syracuse was among the first to suggest that training or practice was more important to virtue than heredity.12 He may have gotten the idea from Pythagoras, whose sixth century BCE school in southern Italy was among the first institutions to train virtue. It was not mere coincidence that Pythagoras recruited students in the gymnasium,13 nor does it seem mere coincidence that Plato, after visiting the area in the fourth century BCE, opened his own school in an Athenian gymnasium called the Academy.


Plato likely included athletic exercises in the Academy’s program, partly because of tradition but more precisely because he embraced the idea they could contribute to moral education.14 In a letter describing his experiences in Italy, Plato laments his failure to transform Dionysios, the young tyrant of Syracuse, into “a man who was just and courageous and temperate and wisdom-loving [and therefore able to live] in subjection to justice combined with wisdom.”15 The educational program he outlined in Plato’s Republic, meanwhile, uses athletic games to select and train leaders with the very qualities that Dionysios lacked: the ability to strive for excellence while resisting temptation, to subject themselves to common laws, and to toil not for individual glory but rather for the benefit of the larger community. Perhaps we can call Plato the first coach of virtue since he used sport to develop self-controlled, hardworking, law-abiding team players—much like many modern coaches. The interesting question is, How?


Winners Versus Wins


The first characteristic of coaching for virtue is that its overarching goal is aret[image: ]. All other athletic goals, including victories, championships, and equipment contracts, must be subordinated to that. The objective is to produce winners—people with dispositional virtues such as respect, discipline, courage, justice, and wisdom—and not necessarily wins. Although a good win-loss record may provide some evidence of a coach’s ability to cultivate aret[image: ], it is hardly a reliable measure in and of itself. This is because athletic victory is not a fail-safe indicator of virtue, and defeat is not always caused by the lack of virtue. Sometimes victory doesn’t even indicate athletic superiority. Competitors who win by cheating, bribery, or other illicit means fail to be winners in both the moral and the athletic sense. But even in legitimate victories, virtue-irrelevant factors such as brute strength, superior equipment, good luck, or bad officiating can be the deciding factor.16 Only in closely fought contests where athletes are challenged to bring out their best can we say that victory indicates aret[image: ]—but in those cases the losers likely demonstrated virtue as well. Aret[image: ] is not a zero-sum game, and coaches aimed at virtue cannot judge their success strictly in terms of wins and losses.


This is not to say that winning doesn’t matter. Striving to win fairly in close competition is a manifestation of virtue in sport. It is victory without virtue that is worthless because it is aret[image: ] that gives winning its value in the first place. The athletic skills that lead to victory have little value beyond sport. It is not the ability to put a ball in a net or to overtake an adversary that is admirable in champion athletes—after all, machines and vehicles are more efficient than athletes at completing such tasks. Rather, we value these skills and the wins that go along with them because of the virtues we perceive to be embedded therein.17 Courage is valuable not because it is needed to complete a marathon race, but because it is useful in more important human endeavors like battling disease or searching for truth. In events such as the Susan G. Komen Race for the Cure, which benefits cancer research, the efforts of all the runners, not just the winners, celebrate the kinds of virtues needed to fight disease. In this sense they resemble ancient funeral games, like those held for Patroklos described in Book 23 of Homer’s Iliad, which celebrated the aret[image: ] of the deceased. The winner in such events becomes a symbol of those virtues. Without the association with aret[image: ], however, he is just a guy who had the skills to make it across the finish line first; he hasn’t done anything to benefit mankind.18


Plato artfully illustrates the distinction between skill (techn[image: ]) and virtue (aret[image: ]) with the example of telling falsehoods.19 Being a good liar certainly does not equate with being a good person, but the skill of lying may be put to good use if the liar also has aret[image: ]. For example, a liar may use her skill to extort money from innocent victims in a Ponzi scheme, or she may use it to protect innocent victims from injustice—perhaps by lying to Nazi soldiers about the presence of Jews in her basement. The skill of lying is morally neutral; it is a person’s aret[image: ] that makes it potentially valuable. Likewise athletic skills are morally neutral; their value depends on aret[image: ]. In Plato’s dialogues, Socrates is the symbol of aret[image: ]. He sometimes gets tripped up by the sophists, whose intellectual skills in rhetoric and eristic argument were designed not to discover truth, but rather to trick opponents or win over audiences. Their lives are dedicated to short-term success, whereas Socrates’ is dedicated to the cultivation of aret[image: ], which is the real source of happiness.20 Athletic skill may lead to victory, but it is virtue that makes victory worthwhile.


Unfortunately, virtue is harder to measure than victory, and reward systems for coaches and athletes alike are calibrated toward the latter. This is not a problem unique to sports. In society more generally, both ancient and modern, the extrinsic rewards of fame and fortune draw people away from the intrinsic goods connected to happiness. Chastising the citizens of Athens in 399 BCE, Socrates said, “Wealth does not bring about aret[image: ], but aret[image: ] makes wealth and everything else good for men, both individually and collectively.”21 For some reason, legions of depressed millionaires and suicidal superstars are not evidence enough to deter young people from pursuing fame and fortune at a very high cost. Athletic paths to stardom are particularly risky. Any other college program with such a low professional placement rate would be considered a failure.22 We may decry young athletes who are motivated by money, but we have to ask ourselves what values they are supposed to learn from coaching staffs preoccupied with salaries and institutions that see athletics primarily as a means to generate revenue and court alumni donors. Coaching for virtue means not only exhorting athletes to put aret[image: ] first; it also requires coaches to model this priority personally in their own choices and attitudes—despite an incentive and reward structure that often works against that.


In discussing the educational value of athletics, Plato’s Republic never mentions wins or losses. Students are to be subjected to “labors [ponous], pains, and contests [ag[image: ]nas]” so that they may be tested “more thoroughly than gold is tested by fire.”23 They are to be selected for advancement based on their performance in these contests, but not necessarily by whether they win, and certainly not by whether they have the physical size and strength to achieve Olympic victory.24 Socrates distinguishes these students from “all other athletes” on the grounds that their goal is psychic rather than muscular strength.25
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