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Coaching the Sakata Koryo High School team before
a national championship
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The Enjoyment and Benefits of

Open-Minded Teamwork

Benjamin Bowles
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In all aspects of sports, teamwork is essential to improvement.
Rowing is a sport that relies heavily on everyone working together
to achieve a common goal. In the rowing boat, a lack of coopera-
tion makes it difficult for the crew to work efficiently, instead of
being fast and responsive the team is sluggish and unadaptable. For
a healthy team culture to flourish it is important that coaches and
managers mirror this same teamwork. By abandoning single-mind-
ed thinking and adopting open-minded teamwork, it is easy to see
improvement and a far more positive team environment.

I currently work with three senior high school rowing teams
in Sakata, Yamagata. Together we aim to have fun and improve the
overall level of rowing in Yamagata prefecture. I mainly work at
Sakata Koryo High School where my day is split between desk
work in the morning and coaching in the afternoon. During the
warmer months, the students row on the Kyddengawa River while I
coach from the bank. All three teams train on the same river, so it is
easy for me to stop students and give them advice. During the cold-
er months, we are unable to train outside. Therefore workouts are
held indoors where the students do a mixture of cardio, strength
training, and stretching. Each school trains separately, so in addi-
tion to my duties at Sakata Koryo High School, I usually spend one
day per week at Sakata Higashi High School and Sakata Nishi High
School. I am continuously impressed with the sense of community
demonstrated by all three schools who work together to run the
boathouse, organize regattas and prepare combined monthly train-
ing sessions. Their teamwork is especially impressive when you
consider that the three teams are in direct competition for qualifica-
tion spots at regional and national regattas, such as Inter-High.
Coaches will often bring their young children down to training,
while others challenge themselves by taking part in small local
rowing competitions. The all inclusive nature of the rowing club
makes for an environment that is friendly and creates a sense of
unity. Sometimes I have friends visiting from overseas, who are al-
ways invited to take part in rowing club activities. Recently I had a
friend visiting from London who enjoyed being part of an imoni-
kai party at the boathouse. New Zealand friends who have visited
Sakata have also been encouraged to take part in local rowing rac-
es. The students never miss an opportunity to take photos with visi-
tors, even if they are less than enthusiastic about using their Eng-
lish-speaking skills to communicate. These interactions are fun and
help to improve the understanding and appreciation my friends
have for Japan, while also encouraging the students to interact with
foreign visitors in a natural environment.

As much as I enjoy Sakata, I do travel extensively. I visited
21 prefectures in my first year on the JET Programme, many of
which were for work. All of this travel is due to the nature of row-
ing and its need for large bodies of calm water to accommodate
productive training and fair competition. A lot of domestic travel is
a way for me to be in contact with many coaches and athletes.
Meeting all of these different people means that personal friend-
ships are made easily, although an open mind and willingness to
consider alternative ideas about sport and coaching is essential. |
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strive to learn something new and useful on each trip that will help
me to improve my coaching. Domestically, many of the coaches
have built strong friendships with one another, while some have
also traveled internationally and experienced the rowing culture
that exists in other countries.

The exchange of ideas and the bonds formed through interna-
tional competition and participation in sport make it hugely benefi-
cial. In August, I attended a ten-day training camp in Amsterdam
with a small group of promising Japanese athletes, some of whom
have lofty dreams of competing at the 2020 Tokyo Olympics. I en-
joyed seeing the students improve their skills by training hard on
the Bosbaan and expanding their rowing knowledge by watching
the Junior Rowing World Championships in Rotterdam. It also gave
the students an opportunity to explore a culture that offered them a
chance to see and try new things, like delicious Belgian waftles.
The benefits of traveling to Amsterdam were visible, so I am opti-
mistic about contributing to a possible training camp in New Zea-
land that will hopefully take place in early 2017. Exposing talented
Japanese athletes to the strong rowing culture in New Zealand
should serve to improve their rowing. A group of Japanese coaches
and managers are interested in testing their athletes in local rowing
regattas and participating in training camps with New Zealand high
school students that I have previously worked alongside. My
friends who are currently coaching rowing in New Zealand are
open to the idea and see it as an opportunity to improve their under-
standing of international rowing.

I believe there is real value in the teamwork that I have expe-
rienced at the local, domestic and international level while working
in Japan. It is impressive that sport can foster this kind of commu-
nity building. By being a part of these communities, I have become
a better rowing coach with a greater appreciation for the value of
teamwork and the open exchange of knowledge. Even if I do not
always whole-heartedly agree with all new ideas, I have learned to
accept and understand where those ideas are coming from and why
they might be useful. These kinds of lessons are what make sport
more than a purely athletic pursuit. The unwavering dedication of
champions is inspiring but perhaps only reserved for an elite few.
However, the lessons we can learn through participation in sport
and the friendships created through those shared experiences are
things that everyone can benefit from and enjoy.
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