Pallikoodam:   Coaching  in  India

(Russell Parsons, OAM, ASCTA2, ATFCA4)
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"Sprint to the first pile of cow dung, but ease up before you hit the cow"

Hardly coaching by the manual, but at Nehru Stadium, Kottayam, South-West India, working with 
fifty enthusiastic youngsters on the dirt track, in stifling conditions despite the 6.30 a.m. avoid-the-heat schedule, you do your best, where you are, with what you have.

My four week, November-December second visit to the small magic school of Pallikoodam, has been even more eventful than my initial contact in early 2000.

My link was established through a former teaching colleague who outlined to the Principal, Mrs. Roy, that "I think I know someone who will help your youngsters with their swimming and athletics".

Accepting their invitation was the best thing I have done in my life, and I am confident the four female swimmers and a Mum who accompanied me on my first visit, and 16 year-old Adam Little from Rochester HS who was a focal point in November, have similar feelings.

The school, Pallikoodam, has 450 students, including 100 boarders, Prep to Year 12, an excellent 25m outdoor pool, one of only two in Kottayam, a "country town" of 80,000, and a precise and professional curriculum and student work ethic that would match the pursuit of excellence expounded by so many Australian schools.

Basically we were asked to enhance the swimming skills of the children, and around 150 youngsters from standards (year levels) 3-12 were involved daily in our eight 45 minute stroke technique sessions, with basic    rescue and     resuscitation strategies being an additional focus.

We took kickboards, fins, caps, goggles and ideas, mostly based on the programs of Bill Sweetenham, and athletics strategies I have found successful.  It was unreal to see fifty youngsters enjoying the challenge of a basic drills series, swimming with a smile, and at the track, dust flying, cows scattering, locals interested and amused.  We met and worked with some of the most appreciative and happy children I have encountered.

Eager to learn, the students and staff are open to new ideas, and willing to experiment with the unknown.  They seek a better way, and I found it encouraging, to say the least, to implement at the school Swimming and Athletics programs that took years to develop in the Australian environment, where so much that is different is automatically    opposed by people who have done well under the "old" conditions.

Two Swimming Carnivals (Galas) on, records have been smashed in almost all events, and a wider range of skills are being exhibited.   Our Swim-a-Kilometre certificate was achieved by 54, while 40 younger swimmers completed 500 metres.  Diving, tumble turns, and even "bombs" attracted spontaneous effort and success through perseverance.  All embraced the challenges, each student proud of their achievements and those of their friends.  No negative peer   pressure here. 

At the Swimming Gala, youngsters demonstrated drills and skills to proud parents, culminating in 100IM              demonstrations, an event that will be included in the age-group gala programs in 2001. 

The whole concept of age-group and Open Champions was refined, photographs, awards and Participation Certificates, timing of all swimmers, the installation of Backstroke Flags, kick and stroke tests, lot's of    positives, and generous servings of corrective feedback to appreciative youngsters and staff have yielded great  results.  We even had a go at teaching staff to swim; an interesting experiment, but one that enhanced their appreciation of the skills the youngsters were acquiring.

At Pallikoodam, being selected in the House Team for the Swimming or Athletics Gala is very important.  Students seek the opportunity, try hard, and are delighted when chosen.  All six lanes are full in every race, with a Junior Gala (Years 2-6) and Senior Gala (Years 7-12) held on consecutive days.  First event:  7.30 a.m.  Many Australians are still in bed.
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    In athletics, a similar spirit exists.  An enthusiastic and knowledgeable PE Co-ordinator, Vimal has        introduced crouch starts up to 400, partly a legacy of our first visit, enthusiastic involvement and interest in all events, despite oppressive humidity, a March Past of teams, a genuine pride in the efforts of each other, and an  eagerness to learn even the most basic postural drills in an effort to be the best they can be.

I was priveleged to be the Guest of Honour at the Athletics Gala, and charged with the responsibility of the official opening.  I looked on as the Sports Captain took the athlete's oath, and, was in awe of the appreciation extended to every endeavour throughout the day.  Satyam, the winning House, were completely thrilled, and warmly congratulated by their rivals.  It has been a long time since I have seen such genuine enthusiasm at any school meet.

A skills approach is fundamental to the development of interest and involvement in sports, and while many talk about what can be done, few take action.  These kids embrace new challenges;  skill acquisition has a far higher priority than competitive outcome.  The winners are cheered, but the endeavour of every participant is appreciated.  I felt honoured to be on hand to see attitudes in young people that have all but disappeared in our schools.

Only the smallest minority will achieve elite levels, but all youngsters can enjoy sports and derive the enhancement to their self-esteem that skill acquisition offers.

Mastery of a drill, be it a lateral freestyle variation or a marching hurdle step-over is immensely satisfying to youngsters who want coaches, teachers, and parents to challenge them, and, recognise their endeavour.

Education at Pallikoodam does not step away from it's responsibility to challenge the youngsters;  you don't need four years of tertiary education to let kids do what they want to.  Parents, teachers and coaches are  leaders  …. leaders should lead, consult where appropriate, but lead.

The curriculum is directive, examination-centred, but always aimed at empowering the students with skills they can later apply to their advantage.   All the boarders do karate at least once a week, girls and boys pursue a traditional dance program that culminates in an annual Year 10 Dance presentation that Adam and I found colourful and intricate …  in fact, it was truly amazing.  Houses have monthly cultural contests, debates, musical items, dramas (I even had a part in one  ..  the "do you speak English" tourist image).

Few schools in Australia offer as much, but many would claim more, but at Pallikoodam student numbers are such that every staff member knows every student, and there is a feeling of real caring that large schools with their treatment of students as clients sometimes overlook. 
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