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One season, while coaching soccer at Eckstein Middle School, I faced a challenging decision. One of the players on my team, a 7th grader named Eric (not his real name) started to make some bad decisions at school. Eric was disruptive in class and stopped completing work. He began to fail his classes. Eric also started to get into fights with other students and was suspended for his behavior. 


I saw none of this kind of behavior at soccer practice. On the field Eric was hardworking and respectful. He clearly loved playing soccer. After he returned to school after his suspension I had a conversation with Eric about the upcoming game. 


“Eric, you know I can not let you play unless you get a progress report signed by your teachers.” I said. 


“They hate me! They are not going to sign it!” Eric turned and walked away. 


Our game on Saturday was at Rainier Beach High School. This meant a long trip for most players. For Eric, it meant an hour-long metro bus ride with 2 transfers. When I got to the field I was surprised to see Eric sitting on a bench in front of the bleachers. 


“Do you have your progress report?” I asked. I hoped Eric had gotten his teachers to sign the report. 


“No.”  Eric’s voice was flat but he looked at me hopefully. 


I was torn. Eric had come a long way to play this game. Behind him, sitting in bleachers I could see his Dad, who had come to watch him play. Should I let Eric play or send him home? 


I wanted to let him play. He seemed like he was going through some tough times and that playing in the game would help him feel better about himself and it would also be easier for me. I would not have to explain to Eric why he could not help his teammates. I would not have to tell a parent that their son could not play a game that they had traveled a long way to reach. Besides, who would know? I was the only one checking progress reports and plenty of other coaches let students play without completed reports. 


I looked at Eric. “You can’t play. I was very clear, if you do not have a progress report, you may not play.” Other athletes begin to arrive and hand in their reports. Eric said nothing. He turned a walked away. He did not come to another game or practice that season.  I decided not to let Eric play because I wanted him to see that it was important to follow through on your commitments. 


I want to think that I made the right call. I needed to be consistent make sure my words and actions were complete. But I still wonder if playing the game was what Eric needed at that moment. In the end I do not know. Eric moved later in the year and I did not see him again. 
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