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I was gasping for air as I finished the fifth double line
drill to end practice. I could feel the sweat beads dripping
down my back and soaking through my practice jersey.
As the team crossed the last court line, we heard a loud
whistle and our coached yelled, “Gather around the
three-point line!” We all stood there breathing heavily
and patiently waiting to hear what he had to say. He
started to take longer than usual to begin his closing
speech, and when he grabbed his clipboard, we all knew
that what he was about to tell us was important. “This
year we have decided to move up three players from the
junior high team to the senior team. The players chosen
will practice with this team and the senior team as well
as play in games with both,” said Coach. The girls began to look around as I did too. Some
looked blankly, and others looked excited. “You will have one month to prepare for the
practice that will determine which players will move up. You must be able to help the senior
team, not hurt them in games. Hit the showers!” Our basketball shoes began to squeak against
the floor as we all ran into the locker room. To my surprise several players were simply not
interested in practicing twice a day in order to be on the senior team, and others were willing.
As we all began to get dressed for first period, I realized it was going to be hard but worth it to
get that senior jersey.
After school, I waited outside the gym for my mom to come pick me up. I got in the car
smiling and eager to tell her about the news we got after practicing this morning. My mother
has always been very supportive of me, so of course she said she would drive me to the gym as
much as I needed to get extra court time in. Fifteen minutes later we pulled into our driveway.
I went inside and grabbed a notebook and pen from my desk and sat down on my bed. I
started writing down every skill I needed to work on and how I was going to. I knew my main
problem was dribbling with my left hand and shooting outside the paint. I planned to stay
after school and watch the senior girl's practice, and afterwards stay behind to practice
myself.
The next morning, I woke up in a brighter mood than what I usually did. I was determined to
give my all in our morning practice before first period. We started with several new drills, and
most of them I struggled at doing accurately as well as most of the team. The first one was a
shooting drill. My form felt right, and my knees were bent, but I was not making near as many
shots as I had hoped. The second drill was a dribbling drill where we had to be guarded and
could only dribble with our non-dominant hand. I could feel my frustration building up as I
kept losing control of the ball. This is when I realized I would need a lot more practice than I
thought. After practice was over, I changed and started walking out of the gym. A former boys
basketball player who graduated a couple years before me, Newly, entered the gym and we
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made eye contact. He recognized me and said hello, and to my surprise he started engaging in
a conversation. I began telling him about the extra work I needed to put in and the reward of
it if I worked hard enough. Newly responded, “I’ve been wanting to start coaching players as a
side job, I would love to start helping you! I’ve seen you play before and I think you have a lot
of potential.” I immediately knew it was a blessing running into him that morning. We set up
practice times and I left with a big smile on my face and felt hopeful.
I stayed after school and watched the senior girls' practice and waited on Newly to arrive
for our first session. He walked into the gym as soon as I walked out of the locker room. When
he saw me he said, “Let’s get to work and I want your all!” The first thing he did was hand me a
ping pong ball, and I looked at him with confusion. He told me to bounce the ping pong ball up
and down the court with my left hand, and when I went up and down one time without losing
control of it, we would move on to the next drill. I began and lost control of it halfway through
the first attempt and had to start over. I repeated this about five times before I began to walk
heavily to start over instead of running. I did not anticipate for it to take me that many tries
before I got it right. Finally, we were able to move onto a shooting drill and I shot several times
until the correct form was like second nature to me. To finish off I hit the weight room. I was
very tall and lanky so most of my strength is in my legs. That's where I found my hatred for the
bench press. I was not able to push up near as much weight as I had thought I would. I grunted
between each rep struggling to go all the way up. The last rep the weights slammed together
making a loud noise. After the weight room, I walked into the locker room and my face was
red and my t-shirt soaked. I began to feel very discouraged.
One week went by doing the same routine with different drills and hitting the weight room
afterwards. I would ache to see improvement, but my results remained the same. Newly held
me accountable to keep coming to our sessions. I knew he could tell I was exhausted and
losing interest so he told me, “You will never see results if you don't keep showing up. If you
give up, you do not deserve to put on a senior jersey. You are steadily getting better... you just
have to give it time.” By the second week I felt more comfortable handling the ball with my left
hand. The third week I was able to dribble the ping pong ball without losing control, and my
weight max went up ten pounds on the bench press. I felt stronger and more confident. I knew
I was standing out in practice to my couch because I was able to do things I couldn’t do before.
Being able to dribble with both hands opened the opportunity to play more positions on the
court. I no longer struggled for air after multiple line drills because I built my tolerance up by
practicing twice a day. At the fourth week I was still not able to do drills perfectly, but I knew I
had greatly improved and nobody on the team had worked harder than I had the past month
to get this spot.
The morning of the final decision had me feeling nervous. Before my mom dropped me off,
she looked at me with gentle eyes and said, “Even if being on the senior team a year early is
not God's plan for you, I am very proud of you and you should be proud of yourself too. I know
it was challenging but you never gave up.” This seemed to calm me and I was ready to show up
and show out for this practice. The first drill was a dribbling drill. I pivoted around the cones in

FAIL FORWARD: "When Hard Work Beats Talent"
...continued from other page

smooth motions maintaining control of the ball and completed the drill right behind our
teams point guard. We all then lined up on the three-point line to shoot a total of ten shots.
One by one my shots went in only missing the last three. By this time in practice a month ago,
I would be bent over gasping for air, but this time, my lungs felt like practice had just started.
Coach instructed us to do several more drills and after we all completed them, we watched
him take his last and final notes on his clipboard. My heart started to beat fast as he walked
up to us with a handful of senior jerseys in his hand.
“I've seen some amazing improvements over the last several practices and I am proud of
each of you. The ability to work hard to achieve something you really want is a quality
everyone should have. After taking notes and reviewing everyone's skills, I have made my
decision.” He turned and threw a jersey to my teammate to my right, and then to another
teammate further down the line. My palms started to sweat, wondering if the last jersey in his
hand would be mine.
He looked at me and tossed me a white and blue jersey with my last name and number
printed on the back.
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