
Investigation Report 

 

Date:  August 17, 2012 

To:  Head of School 

From:  John P. Sanderson, Q.C., Investigator 

Re: Basketball Team – Coaches’ Conduct 

 

Introduction 

 

On July 20, 2012, I was appointed to conduct an independent investigation into 

concerns raised by some parents and players with respect to the conduct of members of 

the School’s coaching staff of the junior and senior boys’ and senior girls’ basketball 

teams during the 2011-12 season.  These concerns surrounded allegations that several of 

the coaches were bullying and verbally abusing some of the players on their teams 

through the use of foul language, name calling, favouritism and unfair distribution of 

playing time.  

 

My appointment is that of an independent investigator and fact-finder, not that 

of an adjudicator.  I have considerable experience conducting investigative proceedings 

in connection with the Indian Residential School abuse adjudication program, Sport 

Dispute Resolution Centre of Canada and colleges and universities in British Columbia 

and elsewhere.  This investigation has been conducted in accordance with the following 

Investigation Terms of Reference: 

 

• Conduct the investigation in a fair and impartial manner and ensure that 

pressure or influence from others does not compromise the integrity of the 

process; 

• Use best efforts to limit the scope of the investigation to relevant matters raised 

in the complaints; 
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• Manage timelines for the efficient conduct and completion of the investigation; 

• Maintain confidentiality of all information received; 

• Respect the privacy and access to information with respect to the rights of the 

parties; 

• Inform the parties to the complaint and interviewees of the requirement to 

maintain confidentiality and consequences of a breach; 

• Conduct a thorough and expeditious investigation; 

• Make findings based on factual information on the question of whether human 

rights principles and practices were adhered to by the coaching staff.  In 

particular, determine if there were behaviours that were abusive or demeaning 

or if viewed by a reasonable person, would be considered inappropriate 

interference with a person’s enjoyment of a school activity;  

• Produce a final, written report; and 

• Provide appropriate recommendations to achieve reconciliation and team 

success to benefit players, coaches and the school community. 

 

Procedure 

 

Immediately following my appointment, all team members and the coaching 

staff were given notice of the appointment.  Arrangements were made for interviews to 

take place at the School campus on July 26, 27, August 1-3, 7 and 8.  Thirty-five of the 

forty-one students took part in the interviews in person or by telephone, as did all 

members of the coaching staff.  Some of the students provided me with a written 

statement. 

 

The interviews were conducted on a one-on-one basis in a meeting room on 

campus.  Each interview took approximately one hour, although several extended 

beyond that time.  The interviewees were given an explanation of the purpose of the 

interview and were asked for their assistance and cooperation.  They were told this 
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process was not a formal legal process and while I would be taking notes, they should 

not consider they were giving evidence as in court or arbitration.  They were told that I 

needed their help to identify the facts to fully understand the circumstances that had 

occurred and that nothing I was told by them would be attributed to them by name.  I 

identified myself as a dispute resolution person independent of the School.  I explained 

I would not have accepted the appointment if I was not free to report on the matter as I 

saw fit in my independent and professional capacity. 

 

Without exception, all of the interviewees accepted the terms of reference as set 

out above for the interview and cooperated fully with me.  I am satisfied that all the 

interviewees answered my questions honestly and in as much detail as they were able 

to recall.  I am exceedingly grateful for their cooperation, candor and assistance.   

 

Background 

 

It is not my purpose to make comment on the experience and capabilities of the 

coaches.  Their individual and joint coaching records speak for themselves.  The 

basketball program at the School has been a large success and for that reason alone, 

basketball has a positive and high profile in the minds of the students, faculty, parents 

and outsiders.  A number of the students I interviewed told me that one of the major 

reasons they came to the School, and were encouraged to do so by their parents, was 

because of the basketball program and their wish to take part in that program.  It must 

be acknowledged that the accomplishments of both the girls’ and boys’ teams are 

outstanding and it should be a matter of great pride to everyone associated with the 

School. 
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Before dealing with my specific findings and conclusions it is necessary to 

provide some background and context.  Basketball is an intense game that demands 

discipline.  It requires individuals’ skill development but also an active understanding 

and appreciation of how those skills can be melded and integrated with those of other 

players on a team basis.  As in all team sports, players have to accept their assigned 

roles in the same way an actor in a play must learn to accommodate his or her own ego 

needs with that of the cast (team).  If that is not done, the team performance will falter. 

 

In the early grades at school, basketball and other team sports are largely fun 

games.  In the more senior grades, team sports become more difficult for some players, 

as that level of play is more demanding of players and coaches.  This is even more the 

case at the college or professional level, which level some of the students I interviewed 

aspire to.   

 

All of this significantly affects both the players and the coaches.  Mistakes, lack of 

commitment, discipline (on and off the court), team play and other matters became 

issues for tension and friction between some players and coaches.  This is particularly 

so in Grades 11 and 12 where the challenges become more intense.  Some players 

welcome this and rise to the challenge; others resent the new reality or find they cannot 

keep up with their teammates.  My point is to remind us of the obvious: for some 

players, what was a fun game in which they could fully compete with their teammates 

and others, has become an increasingly demanding burden on their ego and self-

confidence.  

 

I make these observations because the allegations before me require a careful 

consideration of the behaviour of the coaches in relation to the players on their teams.  

The coaches, from my interviews, acknowledge how demanding the basketball 
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program can be at the senior level for both coaches and players; the dynamic between 

coaches and players is less relaxed and casual.  Especially on the court, fun has been 

replaced with the demand for discipline and intensity.  This is not unique to the sport of 

basketball; rather, it is a necessary part of the growth and development of every 

participating athlete, whatever the team sport involved. 

 

The relevancy of these considerations to this inquiry is at least two-fold: the 

coaching role becomes more difficult because some athletes are unable or unwilling to 

accept their new basketball environment when they move from the junior to the senior 

program and the physical and emotional growth of the players have wide variations 

irrespective of their common ages.  It must also be recognized that the need to learn 

new skills and to expand existing skills as a player is matched by the need to employ 

and practice team-building skills on the part of the coaches, both collectively and 

individually.  Clashes and misunderstandings between some coaches and some players 

may arise and create personal tensions.  This does not excuse anyone from 

responsibility for their conduct; however, I must observe that most of the students I 

interviewed, as well as all the coaches, recognized with considerable understanding the 

pressures that players and coaches face in connection with their interactions with each 

other on and off the court.  That gives me encouragement in considering how best to 

reconcile the tensions that have developed. 

 

I turn now to what the students told me in the interviews I conducted.  No 

student claimed they had been abused, physically or sexually or had been treated in any 

illegal manner by any coach; several male students and one in particular, said some 

individual players had been treated disrespectfully by coaches who swore and yelled at 

them “all the time” and reduced their playing time unfairly.  Several male students said 

coaches had cursed and yelled at games and practices but the majority of them said this 
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was not directed at particular students and rather was “general frustration” with what 

was happening, or perhaps not happening, on the court.   

 

With two exceptions, all the female players who were interviewed expressed the 

view that the senior girls’ team was extremely well coached.  They said they had 

enjoyed the past season, had learned a great deal from the experience, had had fun and 

were looking forward with real enthusiasm to the next season.  The two exceptions both 

told me they feel there was no fault involved and no attempt to discriminate against 

them; however, “[the coach] was not a good fit for [her] on a personal basis” as one of 

them stated to me.  

 

The large majority of the male players interviewed stated they had no issues or 

concerns with their coaches; they were enthusiastic about last year’s program and were 

looking forward to this year.  Most of these students said they were surprised and 

shocked at the rumours they had heard, especially from what several called “interfering 

parents” and said they could not understand why anyone would pay attention to what 

one student said were “nasty lies”.  Several said the basketball players and the coaches 

had been unfairly attacked by the parents; one used the term “hijacked” in describing 

the impact of the parents’ actions. 

 

The most common descriptions of the coaches I received when I asked each of 

them to speak bluntly and describe their feelings for their coach(es) was “awesome” 

and “caring and committed”.  A number of them told me that they were seriously upset 

at the allegations that had been made because they were untrue.  One said that “a few 

players and parents are trying to manufacture evidence of abuse”. 
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I was particularly struck by the number of students who sought me out through 

the administrative office from places they were traveling and/or living abroad, in order 

to arrange an interview with me.  Most wanted to tell me how strongly they felt in 

support of their coaches. 

 

This does not mean there are no issues of concern arising from this investigation.  

A minority group of four to five boys expressed a different view of their coaches.  

Specifically, they complained their coaches had engaged in frequent use of foul 

language and name-calling, as well as various forms of favouritism, particularly the 

unfair distribution of playing time and player assignments at crucial points in games.  

In their mind, the coaches were acting discriminatorily and unfairly.   

 

How could a majority of a team have one view of the coaches and a small 

minority group on the same team have an entirely different view, again of the same 

coaches?  The answer in large part is the interpretation individual team members may 

have of the same acts, words or deeds of the coaches.  For example, there is no doubt 

that on occasion, certain of the coaches became exasperated with mistakes of a player on 

the court, openly cursed and were overheard.  This could happen at a game or a 

practice.  While it was not a frequent occurrence, it undoubtedly did happen from time 

to time.  The majority of the students said they were not offended because they knew 

the coach was not swearing at them or any individual team member but was acting in a 

very human way and expressing his feelings of frustration with a player mistake or 

referee call, for example.  A minority of the boys felt otherwise; however, even these 

students, other than one, did not say that the coach was consciously swearing at any 

individuals.  They did not like the language that was used and felt offended but did not 

use the word “abuse” or any similar term when asked to describe their thoughts and 

feelings.   
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Similarly, a majority of the boys said they believed there was no improper 

favouritism shown by coaches of individual players in terms of assignments or court 

time and believed that the coaches made decisions based on the teams’ needs of the 

moment to have a particular set of players on the court in the circumstances.  On the 

other hand, a small group felt they were sometimes treated unfairly and not given the 

playing time they felt they were entitled to.  In that kind of decision, the coaches’ 

judgment prevails.  Two of the players are sons of coaches and both are excellent 

players according to their teammates.  Their playing time was said to be assigned 

unfairly according to the minority group of boys.  There is no actual information I have 

been given, as distinct from suspicion, to support that view, and as I have said, that 

view is not shared by the large majority of the players.  I find there was no favouritism 

applied in the coaches’ decision-making but it is a subject that should be reviewed and 

discussed by the coaches and administration so as to minimize the possibility of such 

concerns arising. 

 

The most angry and outspoken of the male students told me he heard coaches 

swearing at individual players and berating them all season.  As I have said, the large 

majority of the players deny that happened.  Clearly, what one irate student heard was 

interpreted by him very differently than did the other players.  How can this be?  For 

me, the answer has been most clearly and thoughtfully given by one of the students, 

who immediately after our interview emailed me a summary of his views.  That 

summary, in part, reads as follows: 

 

I am writing to you to provide information with respect to my experiences in the 

basketball program at [the School].  In addition to playing soccer and basketball 

for [the School] since [Elementary], I have been involved playing soccer and 

basketball at a competitive rep level outside of school...  I have been coached at 

an elite level by many different coaches during this time.  With these years of 
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playing sport, I have come to realize that all of these coaches have a few things in 

common.  They are passionate about the sport they coach, they want all the 

players to have intensity, drive and focus, and they strive to challenge the 

individual players and the team to be the best they can be.   

 

I have also come to realize that at this grade 11 stage of our lives, as both 

students and players, we must begin our transition to gain independence, self 

direction and self drive to be the best we can be.  I believe that at this level, the 

coaches are not here to baby sit us, but are here to push us to reach our fullest 

potential in order for us to succeed, both individually and as a team. 

 

Some of us have been together since [early grades] and have trained and worked 

hard to get to where we are today. We have added other pieces (players) to the 

team along the way, which have enhanced the skill level of the team.  As you 

may realize, not all players have the same drive and intensity in practices and in 

games.  It is up to the coaches to pull this out of each and every one of us.  This is 

not always an easy task.  Everyone has different experience levels and not 

everyone responds to instruction and coaching the same way.  Unfortunately, 

this is probably what has resulted in what is going on today.   

 

Most of the time, coaches provide encouraging and supportive instruction to 

help us develop our skills.  And sometimes, they may use sharp comments to 

break through to us, stimulate thinking on the court and bring up the intensity 

level.  We dedicated players cannot be living in a bubble.  Most of us know how 

to take the comments in stride and work with them.  We may not always like 

them, but any experienced and dedicated player takes them in and is able to use 

them to better himself.  

 

As for the coaches, all of them were interviewed at length.  Without exception, 

they cooperated with me fully and answered the questions I directed at them with 

candour and care.  Not surprisingly, there was a common thread of concern and shock 

at the allegations and the complaints that were made.  None of these areas were 

unexplored and I am satisfied they responded to my questions honestly and fully. 

 

In general, their position, individually and as a group, matches almost exactly 

the views of the large majority of the students as to their conduct as coaches.  They are 
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clearly proud of their role and what the basketball teams have accomplished.  However, 

as a result of what has occurred, they also accept that they must review their coaching 

styles and techniques.  I was encouraged when I heard them ask what they could do 

better.  There were no denials that on occasion, there had been too much emotional 

reaction displayed.  As one of them said to me “I guess sometimes I get carried away 

because I care too much for the kids”.  All agreed that cursing was not appropriate, 

even if it was intended to be nothing more than a private comment. 

 

Findings 

 

Based on a careful review of all of the information provided to me in the many 

days and hours of interviews I conducted with the students and coaches, I find there 

were no behaviours that were deliberately abusive or demeaning or constituted 

inappropriate interference with a person’s enjoyment of a school activity.  That is the 

test I must apply in this investigation as set out in the Terms of Reference I must follow.  

Accordingly, I find there is no proper basis for discipline to be taken against any of the 

coaches.  However, there is a need to review and reconsider behaviour and conduct that 

has been misinterpreted and misunderstood by several of the male students and I 

suspect, by a number of the parents.  In particular, the use of swear words and other 

expletives during games or practices should be discouraged by coaches and players 

alike.  Basketball playing and coaching requires a high degree of emotion, but the 

coaches must set a positive and better example for the players and they should curb the 

use of foul language.  As for favouritism and unfair distribution of playing time there is 

no evidence that favouritism occurred and I accept the view of the large majority of the 

students that it did not happen.   
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Recommendations 

 

In my view, there is a need for reconciliation and healing within the School 

community and more narrowly, between the individuals involved in the basketball 

program, whether they be students or coaches.  From the interviews I had, and the 

findings I have made, it is obvious the conduct issues I have discussed are correctable 

and can be dealt with promptly.  I recommend that the coaches, as soon as possible, 

meet together with administration to review and discuss my findings.  I urge them to 

give immediate consideration to the comments I have made and the areas of coaching 

concern I identify below: 

 

1)  The enthusiasm and passion of the coaches is at the center of the success 

the basketball program has had for many years at the School.  

Nevertheless, that passion must be controlled to the extent that allegations 

such as those made in this situation are not likely to arise again.  I suggest 

a Code of Conduct for the coaches can be developed by a committee of 

coaches and administration to be spelled out in clear and simple terms 

and applied before the start of the next season.   

 

2)  The coaches should make every effort to be clear in their discussions with 

players, particularly in practices, as to what is expected of players, how 

and when players will be injected into or removed from the flow of the 

game.   

 

3)  I recommend that the concept of an ombuds role(s) be considered in 

connection with legitimate and substantial complaints or concerns from 

players that may be made with respect to the future operations of the 

basketball program and in deed, other programs at the School.   

 

4)  I urge that all persons that have been involved in any aspect, directly or 

indirectly, of the basketball program at the School, to accept this 

investigation as positive proof that the program is alive and well and 

going forward, it can become even more successful and a further source of 

inspiration to students, parents and administration.  I am confident that 

effective reconciliation efforts and processes will be of great benefit to the 

School going forward. 


