Letter from Peter Varellas (2008 Olympian)
Ronnie
Expectations are a big deal on a team.  The expectation to succeed; the expectations to improve; the expectation to learn, grow and have fun; and the expectation to form friendships.  Each individual surely has their own expectations for what they want to get out of their experience with a team.  The fallacy, however, is that expectations are static.  Many do not see that the norms, ambiance, and general sentiment of a team are constantly being reformed and re-evaluated.  Some call it a tradition, but “tradition” carries with it the illusion of permanence.  In my opinion, it is the function of the coach to monitor and influence the general atmosphere of the team.  In many cases, as you know, the coach(es) will extend a great deal of this responsibility to some of the athletes themselves in the form of captains, leaders, or upperclassmen.  Orinda Aquatics is no exception.
When I joined the team as a sophomore, the leaders of the team were immediately apparent.  They set the “tone” and expectations for the team.  I was fortunate enough to have a high quality group of leaders that, in addition to the coaching staff, taught me not just how to swim fast, but how to be a good person, and in turn how to be an effective leader as I became an upperclassman.  I found that swimmers spend so much time together in the pool that it was quite natural to also spend a great deal of time together away from practice.  Many of my friends were in fact swimmers.  For me, high school social situations never included alcohol.  Not only did I not drink, but alcohol was not even present when my friends and I would hang out.  The question is, why?
Why, indeed?  Is it just coincidence that I never had the desire to drink and that my teammates felt the same way?  I doubt it.  I feel that my own actions were strongly influenced by that same group of leaders I spoke of earlier.  Whether you realize it or not, there is a definite attitude toward alcohol on any sports team.  A personal choice is no longer merely personal when it affects the atmosphere of the team.  “Peer pressure” may seem old and outdated but trust me, it is still at large.  The actions of friends, teammates, and leaders, serve to create the expectations of what a social situation entails.  In a team environment, a norm is developed that can often be directly attributed to the actions of its oldest  members.  A team is supposed to be composed of individuals who are brought together by certain commonalities.  Don’t make one of the be alcohol.
Moral:  You are constantly reshaping the expectations and general atmosphere of the team.  Be sure that you understand how your actions relate to others.  A final note: Listen to your parents and coaches.  These are the people who not only care about you most, but also have the knowledge of experience.  These two forces combine to create your greatest assets as young people.  The most important choices I have made in my life have been based largely on the advice of my parents and coaches.
Peter, December 6, 2005
