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INTRODUCTION



GO FULL OUT!


One fall afternoon in 2017, my daughter’s boyfriend was at our house watching a show about junior college football in the living room. I walked by and was instantly sucked in. Once I sat down and started watching, I couldn’t look away. It was only a couple of weeks after that that I received an email from someone named Omar Bustos saying that he was one of the producers of that same documentary series (called Last Chance U) and that he was interested in speaking to me about doing a show about cheerleading.


Is this some kind of prank? I thought. A scam email? I actually wondered if he had some way of seeing my Netflix queue and knew that I had been watching Last Chance U. Not to mention, if this was legit, I had mixed feelings about the prospect. I’m a very private person. I don’t like to be watched. But I had also been frustrated for a long time about cheerleading not being taken seriously. This would be an opportunity to show the world what cheerleaders really do. I was willing to throw my fears out the window if it meant getting more respect for the sport.


I told him, “If you’re looking for some kind of Dance Moms story, I’m afraid you won’t find that here. I’m not going to do any fake yelling. I’m not going to give you some kind of made-up drama. But I do want people to know how serious this sport is.”


I went and talked to my athletic director about it. We thought it was worth investigating, which eventually led to a conference call that included Greg Whiteley, who was not only the director but also the creator.


To me, Greg has the good looks of someone you might think was from Los Angeles, but he’s not flashy or slick—he has a kind and quiet demeanor. He’s the kind of person who makes you feel like you’ve been friends forever. And I found I was inspired by the way he talked about filmmaking. He told me he tried to film “with a cold eye, but a warm heart.” I had a gut instinct about Greg: he was a good guy.


He said he wanted to get an authentic story but would always be mindful of people’s feelings and explained that with a documentary, the crew isn’t there to make the story good or bad. Whatever the story is the story is, that’s what they have to relay. Any crew could get amazing footage of the tumbling, he said; he took that for granted. But what he thought his crew could do differently was find the very best stories and tell them well. I hung up thinking I wanted to watch the show, whoever he wound up making it about. But when it came to Navarro College, where I coach, I thought, There is no way this will pan out. I assumed Greg was talking to a lot of cheer teams, and it seemed unlikely that he would pick one in Corsicana, Texas.


But then he did pick us. He and a small crew came out in February 2018, and they filmed us practicing for a couple of days and put together what’s called a “proof of concept.” Netflix bought it and the rest is history.


When the show got the green light, Greg called me and said they were going to come in and film twelve hours a day for about four months, and that whatever they got was what they got. They were going to tell a true story. I hoped it would show people how hard cheerleading is: the athleticism, the grit, the hours that we put in. I felt like it was worth taking the risk to put our story out there so that everyone could see what we actually do.


It was good that my instincts about Greg were right, because from the time he and his crew started shooting, they were here with us every single day. They weren’t just at practice; they were also following us around when we left the gym. Soon we were telling them everything about our lives—they became part of our family.


Since the Netflix documentary Cheer introduced America to the cheer program in my Texas town, I’ve heard about people adopting the mantras of cheer life—rules like, “Always catch your teammates,” or, “Practice until you can’t get it wrong,” or, “Cheer for your team even if you’re not the one ‘on mat.’ ” And I saw one story calling me “the Bill Belichick of cheerleading, if Bill Belichick had perfect square French Tips.” Look, I’ll take it.


My life as a successful coach in a small town was as much a surprise to me as it was to everyone else. When I graduated college more than twenty-five years ago, the big city was calling my name. I wanted the excitement and the hustle and bustle of someplace like New York City, even though I’d never even been there.


But let me back up. The story of who I am as a coach and how I work with my team really starts way before the job opportunity presented itself. So much of how I work my team is an outgrowth of things I picked up along the way.


I was born in Alabama and moved to Corsicana, Texas, a town of roughly twenty-five thousand, when I was six years old. I started first grade in Corsicana and graduated high school here, then earned a finance degree at the University of Texas at Austin. After graduating, I married my high school sweetheart, Chris. We’re both “fly by the seat of your pants”–type people. In typical fashion, we got an apartment in Dallas before either of us even had a job. As a result, I took the first position I was offered—sales manager at a computer company. Though it paid the bills, it was a grind.


A year in, one of my high school friends called me about a job back in Corsicana at Navarro College. He told me that the cheer coach was leaving and that I should apply because he remembered how much fun I’d had cheering for his mother when she was my high school cheer coach. At this point, I still had Wall Street in the back of my mind, but Chris and I didn’t have the money to make that move yet. And even though I’d spent years dreaming of moving to the big city, I also knew that I wanted to have children soon. Being near family in Corsicana had its appeal. I hadn’t gotten a lot of time with my own grandparents; I wanted my children to know theirs.


I figured this could be a temporary stepping-stone to my dreams in the business world. I applied and got the job. So began my journey—twenty-six years and counting—of learning, failing, succeeding, and growing in the world of cheerleading.


When a film crew started following us around a couple of years ago I didn’t think much of it. I thought the cheer community might watch the documentary. Actually, I hoped the cheer community would watch, but I had no idea what to expect. Then it came out and became one of the biggest docuseries of all time. We went on the Today show, Oprah, and Ellen. Quizzes appeared online with titles like “Which Cheer cheerleader are you?”


Cheer itself caught me completely off guard. I’ve watched it four times now and cried every single time. I love my kids with my whole heart. While I knew the outlines of their lives, there was something about seeing where they grew up and their families that made me understand how they fought to get where they are now.


I also realized that coaching such diverse groups of young people to fourteen National Cheerleaders Association junior college division national championships has taught me what makes a team work. These lessons apply to every situation in which leadership is important—in the workplace, in parenting, and really in everything difficult we ever try to do in life. I love that people who have never even done a cartwheel (and trust me, at age forty-eight, it’s been a while for me, too!) are now well versed in terms like mat talk, basket toss, and, of course, full out.


Full out means a full run of a routine from start to finish with all skills executed. But to me, it also means much more than that. Going full out means approaching life with courage and commitment. You give everything to the task at hand and leave it all on the field. People who live life full out push through exhaustion and insecurity in the interest of doing their absolute best and supporting those around them—teammates, bosses, family, and friends. Again and again, I’ve seen young people in my program apply what they learn in the gym to other areas of their lives with amazing results.


Since the show came out, I’ve gotten requests from people of all ages, asking for advice or life-coaching. At first it surprised me. But I think everyone, including me, struggles with the balance between having compassion and high expectations for ourselves and others—and not just in athletics. We’re all training for our own versions of the National Cheerleader Association College Nationals in Daytona.


In this book, I’ll share what I know about goal-setting and achievement as they apply not just to cheerleading but to all aspects of work and home: how a $5 planner can change your life, the power of positive self-talk, and why you can learn everything you need for success from how to build a successful pyramid.


Whatever your field, the same principles should rule your team: trust, hard work, discipline, community, consistency. There’s a lot of talk these days about shortcuts and life hacks, but I don’t think we focus enough on values like integrity, doing your best even when you’re not getting the glory, helping your friends, and improving together with your teammates.


Cheer is so much more than girls with pom-poms. What these men and women do is physically grueling and psychologically intense. Your teammates push you to be the best, call you out when you’re slacking, and pick you up when you fall. Without stamina, organization, and the support of your community, not only will you not succeed, you will get yourself and others hurt. The stakes in cheerleading are no joke.


We all continually work to be the best versions of ourselves. What is your Daytona? And how can the lessons of cheer coaching get you there? I’ll share the secrets of finding inspiration, staying motivated, and getting the best out of people (including yourself). We all need someone cheering for us. With this book, I am cheering for you!
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DISCIPLINE IS A GIFT


Istroll into the Navarro College gymnasium expecting to find my cheerleaders on the mat stretching and getting ready for practice. They’ll be wearing color-coordinated shirts, with the color indicating which day it is, drinking water out of water bottles given to them by the trainer, and chatting. Only on this day, I walk in and find them yelling, screaming, and collapsing into piles.


Someone who didn’t know better might think that it was a brawl. But I know what they’re doing, because I’ve seen it oh so many times before: they are reenacting an episode of Bad Girls Club—an Oxygen reality show about seven rowdy women sharing a house in L.A. It’s many of the kids’ favorite show and they love to act it out in the most realistic way.


On this particular day, some of my cheerleaders are playing Bad Girls. They’re pulling one another’s hair and pretending to have meltdowns all over the mat, running as if they’re wearing six-inch heels and holding back their make-believe long hair. Others are pretending to be security guards keeping the others from killing one another.


I stop in the doorway and take it in for a minute. Then I start laughing and I can’t stop. There’s just something about a bunch of kids acting rowdy that feels like home to me.


I think it has a lot to do with my time in Alabama. When I moved to Texas at the age of six, my parents and I left the rest of the family back in Alabama, though I still spent every Christmas and summer there visiting my grandparents and cousins.


My grandmothers lived about a mile from each other in a pretty rural part of the county—the kind of place where people don’t lock their doors—but the two women could not have been more different. My mom’s mother was a feisty thing who would give you a run for your money and a cussing-out if you needed it. Once she made me pick a branch off the tree in front of her house in case she needed to give me a good ol’ country whipping for not following the rules. Sending me to get the switch might just have been a scare tactic, but it absolutely worked. I never gave her cause to use it. And there was something about the discipline at my maternal grandmother’s that felt oddly soothing.


My mom was the oldest in her family. From an early age, her biological father was not in her life. My grandmother eventually met and married my grandfather, who adopted my mother. Then they had five more kids. The age difference between kids was so great that my grandmother was pregnant with her youngest at the same time that my mother was pregnant with my sister, Melanie. My mom’s little brother felt less like an uncle and more like a cousin because he was our age.


With three girls and three boys, my grandmother’s house was pure chaos. The boys were constantly getting hurt because they were wild and rambunctious. Kids were always yelling or running through the house, or out exploring the many acres they lived on. It was nothing to have someone come in with a finger half cut off or with a fishhook stuck into a leg. The boys loved living on the edge—maybe too much.


Both my grandmothers grew their own food because they’d grown up poor, and they made every bit of soil count. My grandmother also kept pigs and chickens and was as tough as you need to be to slaughter animals and hoe fields. If we tried to push the limits a little too far, she didn’t mind handling business. I have vivid memories of her wearing her muumuu-style nightgown with a cigarette in her hand, cussing at my grandfather. What a woman!


When I was only fourteen, she passed away from cervical cancer. It had spread throughout her body before they caught it. I miss the time we didn’t get to have, and I regret not having her around to talk to now. My kids would have adored her; I can imagine how she would have made them laugh.


When I went to my father’s mother’s, my mamaw’s, the difference was stark. She sang in the church choir. She was a Christian lady. Absolutely no cussing at all. She was so gentle that I could get away with anything at her house and I sure did.


Mamaw’s husband, my granddaddy who I never met, had a heart attack when he was in his forties, and after that she lived quietly alone, maintaining a simple schedule. I needed more stimulation and pushed Mamaw’s buttons out of boredom. On one visit, my sister, Melanie, and I decided to make pizza at 2 a.m. We woke our mamaw up with all our banging around in her kitchen. It’s not that we were bad, necessarily. But we were loud. I’m sure after those visits in the summer Mamaw was all too ready to ship us back to Texas.


I have an aunt on my dad’s side of the family whom everyone said I resembled: my aunt Jessie, the oldest of nine children. She never had kids of her own and she divorced early. I knew her as a strong single woman and successful businesswoman who traveled the world and who knew all about real estate and investments.


I found her so impressive. She never minded calling people out. If there was ever a problem, she was always the one to handle it. Problem with the condo management? Jessie was already on the phone working it out. On vacation and need a doctor? Jessie had found one before you could sneeze twice. Because of our shared habit of taking charge, I was nicknamed Little Jessie. I was honored.


I definitely have my aunt Jessie’s spunky personality and directness. I learned from her how to wield power and tell everybody what to do. In high school I was class officer and served on the student council, where I loved being involved in decision-making.


Maybe that’s why I feel comfortable today as a coach. I don’t mind disciplining those who need it, whether making them run laps or do push-ups or simply giving them a good talking-to. That’s not to say I don’t second-guess myself. At the end of every year I think, What could I have done better? What could I have done differently to have been more successful in this area or that area? Or with this student? But over the years I’ve gotten better at knowing when someone needs more discipline or less. Most need more.


There’s a shared thread of discipline running through my whole family. In various ways, we’ve all found ways to create structure amid chaos.


My dad went into the air force after graduating high school. After his service, he worked for a company that refurbishes train wheels. He worked his way up to VP of operations, a job that required him to travel throughout the United States and Mexico to visit the factories. He had a powerful work ethic. He set high expectations for me, and I always wanted to live up to them. As I grew up, I looked for my dad’s approval above all else.


I adore my father but he was very stern and old school. If I didn’t meet his high expectations for me there was no discussion. He would just point at me and snap his fingers. That’s how I knew to get in line. While corporal punishment was certainly still popular in Texas in the ’70s and ’80s, I really didn’t get that many spankings, because the ones I did get made a lasting impression. I had great respect for my dad and I never wanted to disappoint him. I always wanted to make good grades, and I always wanted to do better and better, because I wanted to make him proud.


My mom stayed home when we were babies; then she went to college and got her teaching degree. After teaching for a year or two, she bought a day-care center, which she ran until just a couple of years ago. She was wonderful at keeping the little kids in line while keeping her composure.


My husband, Chris, has a criminal justice degree and is the director of adult probation for Navarro County. What I see in his work and in my own work is that my cussing, smoking, switch-cutting grandmother had it right: compassionate discipline is the key to creating a world in which people—whether toddlers or felons or flyers—feel free to make good choices.


The truth is, we all need to have limits imposed on us, for the good of society and for our own well-being. Young people in particular need structure. At the same time, they also need compassion. I feel blessed that I was able to grow up with both. There were rules and expectations, but I was also able to make mistakes and still know that I was loved.
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DON’T ASSUME EVERYONE ELSE IS LIKE YOU


To whom much is given, much will be required.” That’s a phrase I think about all the time. To me, it has a lot of meanings. When you’re blessed, you should give back. If you’re blessed financially, it’s your responsibility to give to those less fortunate. If you’re blessed with stability, provide a calm port to those who are at sea. If you’re blessed with wisdom, help those who need words of encouragement.


I’ve been working with teens and young adults for almost my entire adult life. So I know that all teenagers struggle in one way or another. They do a lot of looking for approval. If you don’t have structure at home and you’re looking for someone or something to make you feel good about yourself, you can get caught up with the wrong crowd. Kids this age don’t fully know who they are yet. It’s a particularly vulnerable time: when you’re looking to shore up your identity, there’s always going to be someone saying, “Come over here. We’ll love you, we’ll accept you. All you have to do is get wasted, stop caring, drop out of school. What we do is cool.”


Everyone wants to feel loved. The teenage years can be a scary time for kids. They are trying to figure out where they fit in. The people with whom they surround themselves are crucial during this time. A lot of teenagers are not strong enough yet to walk away from temptation. Their need for acceptance is intense—too overwhelming for a fragile young ego—and bad choices are made.


This is why the role of a parent is such an important one. It is part of a parent’s job to guide a child and to monitor who their friends are. It is important to have open communication so they feel comfortable coming to you when they are happy or sad, and perhaps especially if they are in trouble. They have to feel they can ask for advice or have a shoulder to cry on. And they must feel safe with you; otherwise, they will hide everything and look to others for that sense of belonging.


I was raised in a typical middle-class family. Materially, I had everything that I wanted and supportive, present parents. I didn’t lack for anything. I grew up in a good environment. And when I was young, I just assumed that everyone else was more or less like me.


It wasn’t until I started coaching that I realized how different other people’s childhoods could be. I had to look hard at my own assumptions and realize that plenty of people grow up in poverty or in abusive households. Sure, I knew that in the abstract. I watched the news. But I didn’t really understand that reality until I started coaching and hearing people’s stories. Over time, I realized that learning how to be a good coach meant teaching myself how to see other people for who they really were, not how I assumed them to be.


To become a good coach to all the kids, I needed to learn about where they came from and what they’d experienced. I had to find ways to relate to them and to see the world through their eyes. And I had to understand that everyone is motivated by something different.


Some kids want toughness. That’s what I always craved. I don’t really get my feelings hurt ever. You can be as blunt as can be with me. But I’ve learned that not everyone is like that. Others will crumple at the slightest correction.


Allie was much more sensitive than some of the others on the team. She didn’t have any experience flying—being thrown into the air—when she came to Navarro, so we really had to start with the basics. Learning the techniques involved in college coed partner stunting can be tedious. There are many things that need to be addressed, from body positions to dismounts. We could be working simple double-downs and I’d say, “Hey, Allie, you need to point your toes a little more,” and she would start crying.


“I didn’t say your double-down was bad !” I would tell her. “I’m just trying to make it a bit better.” But she would still look defeated. Sometimes I feel like coaching should require a psychology degree.


With experience, I’ve learned to be more strategic when I’m giving feedback. You can be very direct to one child, whereas the same approach might hurt another’s self-esteem or lower their confidence. You have to think beforehand about how you want to communicate, because once you’ve killed someone’s confidence, you’re definitely not going to get the best out of them.


One afternoon a few years ago I was hanging out with a girlfriend when she mentioned an item in the news at the time: a Corpus Christi woman had been arrested for spanking her two-year-old daughter. She was sentenced to five years of probation and mandatory parenting classes. My friend thought the woman should have gone to jail. I wasn’t so sure. In my mind, physical punishment wasn’t necessarily always unacceptable.


“I certainly received my fair share of spankings when I was a kid,” I said to my friend. “I think I turned out okay!”


“There’s a difference,” she said, “between your dad giving you a whipping and some of these households where the kids live in fear.”


“Oh, come on,” I said. “You’re exaggerating. A spanking doesn’t make kids live in fear.”


My friend told me that I was not being empathetic to this particular little girl’s situation.


“Of course I’m being empathetic!” I said. “I’m kind. I’m a good person. I have everybody’s best interests at heart!”


But that conversation really made me analyze what empathy truly means. I thought a lot about what my friend said. I realized that she was right: spanking’s not the same in every home. Nothing’s the same in every house.


I couldn’t assume that just because spanking was common and even encouraged in my childhood meant it was always a good idea for everyone or that in some homes it might have a very different effect than it did in mine.


I started trying harder to put myself in others’ shoes. Not long after that, I got pulled over for speeding. And at that moment, I thought, Here’s a moment where one of my Black students would probably have a very different experience. As a middle-aged white woman, I was not even flustered. I even thought, If I’m charming enough with this officer, maybe I won’t even get a ticket. It made me think: If I was Black, would I be nervous, or scared, or think differently?


Watching footage of the Cheer documentary, I found my understanding of the squad’s challenges grow even deeper. I had known the gist of my kids’ stories, but I didn’t know the details. And the details were hard to hear.


Seeing their profiles in the documentary made me understand them much better, and I was glad to see how much the world responded to their spirits. It’s one thing to hear, “I had it rough as a kid.” It’s another to hear about abuse and neglect. When you see these brave young people pouring their hearts out, how can you not feel moved?


Seeing Morgan Simianer’s family story also broke my heart. She’s incredibly hardworking and such a kind soul. I couldn’t believe she wasn’t bitter about being left to fend for herself at such a young age. I heard that members of her family didn’t like the way they were portrayed on the show, but all she had revealed was that her mom left when she was little and that her dad, saying she could take care of herself, left her on her own when he remarried and had a new family. Those are just the facts. And her dad wasn’t wrong: Morgan is a very capable girl. She was certainly able to feed and clothe herself. But that doesn’t mean she didn’t feel a deep sense of abandonment and longing for family. Bless her grandparents for taking her in and showing her the love and support she craved.


Before the show, Morgan was always trying to make sure she had enough money to pay her rent, but now she doesn’t have to worry—her rent’s paid. Morgan was a fan favorite. People fell in love with her story, her work ethic, and her refusal to give up. After the show was released, she had multiple people reaching out wanting to represent her. She signed with Creative Artists Agency and has gotten several endorsement deals, including one for Victoria’s Secret Pink. Having cash in the bank has been such a weight off her shoulders. All the kids on the show who came from a place of insecurity—not knowing where their next meal was coming from—are now being given opportunities to work, meet fascinating people, and make actual money. People have asked if they’re getting spoiled, but I haven’t seen a second of that. They are all profoundly grateful.


These kids are like my own kids. My heart hurts when they hurt. And I have to get to know them to understand how to help them. I’ve always felt it was my job to learn how to reach these students while still making sure they knew I was on their side. If they were doing something wrong, I had to keep up their confidence while at the same time correcting their behavior.


Sometimes what a person needs can be so small. A former cheerleader named Marysa recently told me about a time in a preliminary round of nationals when she’d had a rough performance and was in her head about it. She said that when we were walking back to the bandshell where the final performance would be held I put my arm around her to talk her through what she’d done and to reassure her that we’d figure out how to fix it.


While we were talking, she’d picked up a lucky penny off the sidewalk and handed it to me. The next day as we went through warm-ups and headed to the on-deck area, I pulled Marysa aside and handed her back the penny. I told her to put it in her shoe.


Marysa nailed her performance. She said she thought it was because she had that little token of support: “That made me feel like you were right next to me every step of the routine and helped me slow my mind and focus on each section one at a time.”


Very often all anybody needs is some small gesture of encouragement. My job, like that of any good manager, is to learn what motivates each member of my team, so my responsibilities in that regard change from day to day, whether I’m getting someone food that week because they don’t have any money or letting them vent to me about something they’re going through or giving them a pep talk that’s going to lift them up when they feel the most down. This makes coaching a challenging job. And it means I need to be available to the team at all hours. The cheerleaders sometimes call me Mom and Chris Dad.


My phone has been known to ring in the middle of the night. Middle-of-the-night calls are never good news, are they? Someone’s almost always in trouble. One fall night a few years ago, I was in a dead sleep and my phone rang. It was the campus police. They’d pulled over one of my girls and they thought she’d been drinking. The officer told me, “If you’ll come up here and get her, we’ll let her go.”


Oh, I was so mad at her. But I wasn’t going to let her sit there all night. I hustled: got dressed, drove up there, and took custody of her from the campus police. Their facility was on campus, right by the dorms. Still, I wasn’t going to drive her to her front door and drop her off like an Uber driver.


I took her for a drive. She was sobbing and kept apologizing. I couldn’t really tell if she was drunk, but it was the middle of the night, around 3 a.m. One thing I do know is that nothing good happens after midnight (when it comes to college students, the time cutoff may be even earlier), so it didn’t really matter what the truth was. She had no business being out and about at that hour.


We drove by her building, and by a lot of other buildings, until we were on the other side of campus. I made her get out and walk home. I said, “I’ll follow you, to make sure you’re safe and no one snatches you, but I’m not taking you to your dorm. You need some time to think about what you did.” And I trailed her the half mile or so as she walked home.


I believed that it wouldn’t do her any good if I made it too easy on her. I was already sparing her a night in jail. I wasn’t also going to chauffeur her to her front steps.


Her mom called me the next day and said, “My daughter told me you made her walk.”


“I sure did,” I said, no doubt sounding as sleepy as I felt after getting almost no sleep the night before. “I absolutely did. Did you have a problem with it?”


“Oh no!” her mother said. “No problem. Not at all.”


“Okay then,” I said. And I never got a call at three in the morning again—about that particular student.


Sometimes the kind of help my students need is financial. If a big group is going to go out to eat and I get word, “Well, this person is staying home because they don’t have any money,” then I know I need to step in and find them some way to make money. Often I have to get creative, because they have too much pride to ask for help. No one wants a handout. I get that and respect it. Sometimes I find work for them: some sort of clerical task or manual job. I’ve found students gigs teaching private tumbling lessons at the local gym. Often they just need that little boost to survive for a few more weeks until they get their student aid. Kids have pride, and in order to keep them motivated you can’t take that away. It’s my job as a coach to help them without making a big show about it.


Every summer, my team attends the three-day camp put on by the NCA at Southern Methodist University in Dallas. The camp typically hosts hundreds of cheerleaders and dancers from universities and colleges across many states. There’s usually even a team from Mexico. Camp is where teams compete to earn a bid for the national championships.


Preparing for camp is our first experience together as a team, and the learning curve is steep as we jam a lot of work into a few short days. The kids are usually exhausted and sore by the time we leave for camp, so having some downtime to enjoy one another outside of the gym is well needed and deserved. To allow everyone to decompress and have some fun during that stressful time of preparation in the days before camp starts, I have the whole team over to my house for a pool party.


At the party, kids are everywhere: in the pool doing crazy flips off the diving board, eating and chatting on the porch, having an intense game of cornhole in the yard, stretching out on towels to catch some rays.


I also throw the team a party at Christmas. The Christmas party, one of my favorite times of the year, is another great time for us to come together and enjoy one another after a long semester of working hard. For most of my years coaching, I toiled over the stove cooking a big meal for the team. But I was always so exhausted from cooking. Finally, I got smart and started taking the team out for dinner at a restaurant. Then everyone comes back to my house for home-cooked desserts and gifts. We draw names in advance for Secret Santa gifts and have the most fun watching everybody open their gifts one at a time. The party lets us end the semester on a fun note before the kids go home for the holidays. Building that sense of community and those individual relationships is key to finding ways to work together so everyone does their absolute best. And it’s my job to figure out what it takes to support them. What’s going to motivate one person might not motivate another.


[image: illustration]


Everyone has different capacities. I’m not going to try to make a stunter do a complicated tumbling pass in the spotlight, and I’m not going to make a tiny flyer hold up two other girls. That’s true for managing students in school, people in the workplace, and even for parenting. Your kids are going to be different from one another. I have to remember that even my own children respond to different forms of encouragement.


My daughter, Ally, is twenty and she’s cheering now at Southern Methodist University near Dallas. She’s been cheerleading basically since birth. As she grew up, I coached her in All Star cheer (a very popular club program among cheerleaders) until high school while she also did cheer at school. She’s always been my easy kid, very independent and driven. She never needed me to push her to achieve. Her grades were excellent. She decided this summer that she wanted to go to law school after she graduates in May. She bought herself study guides for the LSAT and spent the entire summer studying. She recently received her scores. They were in the ninety-second percentile.


In high school, when Ally’s boyfriend got a scholarship to play football at SMU, she decided to go to school there. I’m really happy she’s there, because it’s a prestigious school with excellent academics and it’s only about fifty miles up the road from me. It’s close enough for her to come home and visit or for us to drive up to see her. Chris and our son, Austin, go to all the football games there. I go to any that don’t conflict with the Navarro football schedule.


Austin just turned twenty-four. He graduated from Texas Tech (which is six hours across the state) in 2017. He’s smart, too, but unlike his sister, he’s only ever done as much as he needed to get by. As he grew up, I had my thumb on him at all times with schoolwork and making sure he got things turned in. When he went away to Tech I wasn’t going to just leave him to his own devices. I called him regularly to make sure he was up for class. I tend to do that a lot with my cheerleaders here, too—make sure that they’re where they’re supposed to be. I’m always stopping by their classrooms, looking to see if they’re in there.


I’ve had a lot of experience with kids at this stage of life, just out on their own. They still often need a lot of guidance. Our culture seems to expect them to go from their parents’ home to college and suddenly be automatically independent, but that’s not realistic. When my son left the house, I had to keep after him to make sure he stayed on the right path. Young people don’t want guidance, but most of them need it. Ultimately my son graduated in three years with a degree in public relations. When the show took off, he was right there with the know-how to help me deal with social media.
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