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A new milestone has been reached. 
A new standard of excellence has 
been set.  
 
For the first time in Schechter 
Manhattan's brief history of 
interscholastic sports competition, a 
team has an undefeated record. The 
school's Middle School coed soccer 
team finished its season with three 
wins, no losses, and one tie.  
 
Now, Schechter Manhattan is not exactly a school in which jock 
culture reigns supreme. Our students enjoy a spirited game of 
Capture the Flag as much as kids in other schools do, but very 
few of them, for example, bring their footballs and baseball mitts 
to school in the hope of getting a few throws in during recess. 
And school success in general, whether academic or social, is not 
defined in competitive terms, such as getting the highest mark or 
being the most popular; instead, making an articulate and poised 
presentation, or being a compassionate friend, or accomplishing 
something you'd never done before and weren't sure if you could 
- these are the markers of success, even if others - even many 
others - are doing similar things.  
 
So, what's a school like ours doing with an undefeated soccer 
team?! And what can the factors contributing to our athletic 
success teach us about the culture of our school as a whole?  
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Team Play  
 
This was not a team characterized by one or two stars, with the 
other players in supporting roles. We've had such teams in the 
past, in both basketball and soccer, and, though they played well 
and represented their school creditably, in the end they weren't as 
successful as this team. Instead, the distinction of an undefeated 
record goes to a teamful of players fairly evenly matched in 
ability who learned to play together and support each other, and 
this swung the momentum consistently in their favor.  
 
An example: in one game, one of our defenders got beaten in 
midfield, and the opposing player cruised toward our goal 
unchallenged. Suddenly, from opposite sides of the field, along 
came two teammates in hot pursuit, closing off the other player's 
unimpeded path and stripping him of the ball. Moments later, our 
team was advancing and attacking the opposing goal.  
 
Another example: in a different game, an opposing player 
launched a solidly struck, well-placed shot on goal, which our 
goalkeeper did very well to get his hand on, deflect, and slow 
down. However, the ball continued toward the back post, where 
it would have gone in had not one of our defenders, perfectly 
positioned to back up the goalie, stepped up and cleared the ball. 
Goal averted.  
 
But teamwork among middle schoolers on the soccer field is 
fundamentally no different from fourth graders learning in 
chevruta (study pairs) or kindergartners helping a classmate put 
away blocks. The formative experiences that produced team play 
of sufficiently high caliber to contribute to an undefeated season 
began at a young age, were repeated and reinforced literally 
thousands of times over the elementary years, and now come to 
the fore naturally and spontaneously, even at the breakneck 
speed at which school sports are played.  
 
Field Sense  
 
Another key to the soccer team's extraordinary success is the fact 
that many of the players had a deep and intuitive understanding 
of situational play. In part because they made up for their 
unexceptional talent with unusual versatility, having practiced 
playing every position on the field, they had great vision and an 
uncanny sense of how a play was unfolding. They could 
therefore anticipate where the ball was likely to be headed over 
the next few seconds, whether on offense or on defense, and with 
that head start, they were repeatedly able to beat their opponents 
to the ball.  
 
A case in point: in the first game of the season, when the team 
fell behind in the first half on account of the dominating play of 
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the other team's midfielders, two of our best offensive players 
shifted to midfield for the second half, gave up their own scoring 
opportunities, blanketed the opposing players for the rest of the 
game, and frustrated them in the process. That one tactical move 
changed the momentum, turned the tide of the game, and enabled 
Schechter to come from behind and forge ahead for a convincing 
victory.  
 
However, it comes as no surprise that our students' play is 
perceptive, resourceful, and focused, because that is precisely 
their m.o. in the classroom, every day. When you are able to 
generate your own ideas for writing a personal narrative and to 
select the most promising one to develop and expand; when 
you've had to figure out on your own how to make physical 
models of human organs that exemplify what they do and how 
they function; when you've learned how to use grammatical 
constructions, context clues, and dictionaries to figure out for 
yourself the meaning of a seemingly impenetrable text - in your 
second language! - then the ability to instantly analyze a game 
situation and act on your understanding comes to you like second 
nature. It stands to reason that this would have been one of the 
inherent advantages our team enjoyed throughout this magical 
season.  
 
Enthusiasm  
 
A third key factor in the soccer team's victories was the way in 
which every team member contributed in every game by 
cheering the team on from the sidelines. This was a contribution 
to the team's success in which everyone could participate 
equally, and did, from the most veteran and soccer savvy eighth 
graders to the most inexperienced and least comprehending fifth 
graders. Whoever was not on the field knew they had an 
important role to play: to give continuous encouragement to their 
teammates with loud and vocal support.  
 
There was no time to pout on the sideline about a lack of playing 
time. Because players were shuttled into and out of the game 
frequently, no one felt slighted or snubbed, because all were in 
the thick of it together at every moment; and a few minutes later 
they would trade places, with players from the sideline being 
substituted for those on the field and picking up where their 
teammates had left off.  
 
But this tone of enthusiasm and mutual encouragement at the 
soccer games was no different from the players' classroom 
experiences over the years. At Schechter Manhattan, learning is 
playful; school is enjoyable. Teachers and students smile a lot of 
the time. Even though tasks are challenging, they're decidedly 
engaging. Excitement is often in the air. Also, one of the 
expectations that come with being part of a classroom 



community is being encouraging and supportive of each other. In 
writers' workshop, this takes the form of always offering a fellow 
writer warm feedback before suggesting how the writing might 
be improved; in circle time, it means acknowledging and 
celebrating the everyday kindnesses that children do for each 
other. No wonder teammates are easily able to translate these 
positive habits of heart into their game-time equivalent.  
 
Strategy  
 
A further factor that contributed to the team's success was the 
added value they received from their coach. Time and again, 
Coach Mitch was able to correctly anticipate how the opposing 
team would react in certain situations and explain to his team 
what they needed to do to counter that strategy. And the team 
members were repeatedly able to put the coach's plan into action 
and neutralize the other team's tactical ploy.  
 
For example, in the final game of the season, Coach Mitch 
alerted the team at halftime to the likelihood that, because the 
opposing team was behind in the game, they would most likely 
push the ball forward at every opportunity in order to force the 
play, increase the tempo, and put pressure on our defenders not 
to make an error. The way to respond to this onslaught would be 
to anticipate the pressure and not be surprised by it, to meet their 
energy with an equally energetic defense, and then to capitalize 
on the other team's forward positioning and movement by 
quickly counterattacking whenever possible. The Schechter 
Manhattan players responded exactly as coached, and the result 
was a flurry of quick-strike scores that put the game out of the 
other team's reach.  
 
Here as well, the students' experience in the classroom proved to 
be an invaluable training ground for the soccer field. Teachers 
spend much of their day coaching students: observing what they 
can do, seeing where they need help, understanding what's really 
at issue when they get stuck, and pointing them in a more 
promising direction without actually helping them do the work. 
Students come to trust their teachers to have greater insight into 
their learning approach and performance than they themselves 
do, and hence to guide them in a way that will later prove to have 
been right. So there's nothing unusual in the soccer team 
members receiving coaching from their coach, or in their trusting 
him to have good advice for them, or in their willingness to 
follow what he said as fully and closely as possible.  
 
Sportsmanship  
 
The fifth and final factor that contributed to the soccer team's 
fantastic season is how they reacted to the ebb and flow of each 
game and how they treated each other, members of the other 



team, the referee, and others, particularly in tense or frustrating 
moments. The sportsmanlike ideal - to be intensely competitive 
in game action, yet accepting of disappointment - is a hard 
balance to achieve, particularly for young players. However, the 
Schechter team developed a well-deserved reputation for 
exemplary sportsmanship among the teams and coaches with 
whom they competed.  
 
An example: the one blemish on the team's record, a tie, came in 
the next-to-last game of the season. Schechter was leading by a 
goal in the closing seconds when the goalkeeper made a save, but 
then, not hearing the coach's instruction to hold the ball, 
inadvertently gave it away to the other team, which scored the 
tying goal just before the game clock ran out. As their opponents 
rejoiced at miraculously coming from behind and snatching a tie 
from the jaws of defeat, our team reacted immediately in two 
ways: first, they went over to their goalie to console him, pat him 
on the back, and commend him for his good play. And second, 
they lined up with heads high and voices unwavering to 
congratulate the other team on a well-played game.  
 
To appreciate the role of the school in paving the way for the 
soccer team's sportsmanship, we need to inquire into what's 
really going on in moments of sportsmanship, why it is that we 
all feel uplifted by accounts of sportsmanlike behavior. I believe 
that there are two complementary choices being made: first, not 
to look back in self-pity or react disproportionately, but rather to 
keep things in perspective and move on. And second, to care 
more about the kind of person I am and the relationships I want 
to forge than about the game and its outcome. In other words, 
sportsmanship bespeaks both self-control and a healthy scale of 
values. The alternative to sportsmanship, misplaced self-regard 
and an inverted scale of values, is all too human and deceptively 
easy to fall into.  
 
It's now apparent why Schechter's soccer players are not only 
sports champions, but sportsmanship champions, as well. The 
very qualities that contribute to sportsmanship are key elements 
of menschlichkeit - self-respect that inspires others' respect, and 
an unwavering, carefully considered value system. Success in 
menschlichkeit and its academic equivalent, principled self-
understanding, represents the pinnacle of the Schechter 
Manhattan education, imbedded and reflected in the graduation 
exhibition which each eighth grader produces. In the graduation 
exhibition, students identify the key values that best encapsulate 
who they are and what they care most about, trace the origins 
and genesis of these values in their Schechter experience, and 
imagine how they are likely to shape their future life choices. But 
the personal and academic qualities that are expressed in the 
graduation exhibition are developed over years, nine years to be 
exact, which is why the graduation exhibition is a fair 



expectation of eighth graders. It's these formative experiences 
throughout one's Schechter Manhattan schooling out of which 
menschlichkeit and principled self-understanding develop.  
 
Mazal tov to the soccer team on its extraordinary 
accomplishments, both on and off the field.  
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A new milestone has been reached. 
A new standard of excellence has 
been set.  
 
For the first time in Schechter 
Manhattan's brief history of 
interscholastic sports competition, a 
team has an undefeated record. The 
school's Middle School coed soccer 
team finished its season with three 
wins, no losses, and one tie.  
 
Now, Schechter Manhattan is not exactly a school in which jock 
culture reigns supreme. Our students enjoy a spirited game of 
Capture the Flag as much as kids in other schools do, but very 
few of them, for example, bring their footballs and baseball mitts 
to school in the hope of getting a few throws in during recess. 
And school success in general, whether academic or social, is not 
defined in competitive terms, such as getting the highest mark or 
being the most popular; instead, making an articulate and poised 
presentation, or being a compassionate friend, or accomplishing 
something you'd never done before and weren't sure if you could 
- these are the markers of success, even if others - even many 
others - are doing similar things.  
 
So, what's a school like ours doing with an undefeated soccer 
team?! And what can the factors contributing to our athletic 
success teach us about the culture of our school as a whole?  
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Team Play  
 
This was not a team characterized by one or two stars, with the 
other players in supporting roles. We've had such teams in the 
past, in both basketball and soccer, and, though they played well 
and represented their school creditably, in the end they weren't as 
successful as this team. Instead, the distinction of an undefeated 
record goes to a teamful of players fairly evenly matched in 
ability who learned to play together and support each other, and 
this swung the momentum consistently in their favor.  
 
An example: in one game, one of our defenders got beaten in 
midfield, and the opposing player cruised toward our goal 
unchallenged. Suddenly, from opposite sides of the field, along 
came two teammates in hot pursuit, closing off the other player's 
unimpeded path and stripping him of the ball. Moments later, our 
team was advancing and attacking the opposing goal.  
 
Another example: in a different game, an opposing player 
launched a solidly struck, well-placed shot on goal, which our 
goalkeeper did very well to get his hand on, deflect, and slow 
down. However, the ball continued toward the back post, where 
it would have gone in had not one of our defenders, perfectly 
positioned to back up the goalie, stepped up and cleared the ball. 
Goal averted.  
 
But teamwork among middle schoolers on the soccer field is 
fundamentally no different from fourth graders learning in 
chevruta (study pairs) or kindergartners helping a classmate put 
away blocks. The formative experiences that produced team play 
of sufficiently high caliber to contribute to an undefeated season 
began at a young age, were repeated and reinforced literally 
thousands of times over the elementary years, and now come to 
the fore naturally and spontaneously, even at the breakneck 
speed at which school sports are played.  
 
Field Sense  
 
Another key to the soccer team's extraordinary success is the fact 
that many of the players had a deep and intuitive understanding 
of situational play. In part because they made up for their 
unexceptional talent with unusual versatility, having practiced 
playing every position on the field, they had great vision and an 
uncanny sense of how a play was unfolding. They could 
therefore anticipate where the ball was likely to be headed over 
the next few seconds, whether on offense or on defense, and with 
that head start, they were repeatedly able to beat their opponents 
to the ball.  
 
A case in point: in the first game of the season, when the team 
fell behind in the first half on account of the dominating play of 
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the other team's midfielders, two of our best offensive players 
shifted to midfield for the second half, gave up their own scoring 
opportunities, blanketed the opposing players for the rest of the 
game, and frustrated them in the process. That one tactical move 
changed the momentum, turned the tide of the game, and enabled 
Schechter to come from behind and forge ahead for a convincing 
victory.  
 
However, it comes as no surprise that our students' play is 
perceptive, resourceful, and focused, because that is precisely 
their m.o. in the classroom, every day. When you are able to 
generate your own ideas for writing a personal narrative and to 
select the most promising one to develop and expand; when 
you've had to figure out on your own how to make physical 
models of human organs that exemplify what they do and how 
they function; when you've learned how to use grammatical 
constructions, context clues, and dictionaries to figure out for 
yourself the meaning of a seemingly impenetrable text - in your 
second language! - then the ability to instantly analyze a game 
situation and act on your understanding comes to you like second 
nature. It stands to reason that this would have been one of the 
inherent advantages our team enjoyed throughout this magical 
season.  
 
Enthusiasm  
 
A third key factor in the soccer team's victories was the way in 
which every team member contributed in every game by 
cheering the team on from the sidelines. This was a contribution 
to the team's success in which everyone could participate 
equally, and did, from the most veteran and soccer savvy eighth 
graders to the most inexperienced and least comprehending fifth 
graders. Whoever was not on the field knew they had an 
important role to play: to give continuous encouragement to their 
teammates with loud and vocal support.  
 
There was no time to pout on the sideline about a lack of playing 
time. Because players were shuttled into and out of the game 
frequently, no one felt slighted or snubbed, because all were in 
the thick of it together at every moment; and a few minutes later 
they would trade places, with players from the sideline being 
substituted for those on the field and picking up where their 
teammates had left off.  
 
But this tone of enthusiasm and mutual encouragement at the 
soccer games was no different from the players' classroom 
experiences over the years. At Schechter Manhattan, learning is 
playful; school is enjoyable. Teachers and students smile a lot of 
the time. Even though tasks are challenging, they're decidedly 
engaging. Excitement is often in the air. Also, one of the 
expectations that come with being part of a classroom 



community is being encouraging and supportive of each other. In 
writers' workshop, this takes the form of always offering a fellow 
writer warm feedback before suggesting how the writing might 
be improved; in circle time, it means acknowledging and 
celebrating the everyday kindnesses that children do for each 
other. No wonder teammates are easily able to translate these 
positive habits of heart into their game-time equivalent.  
 
Strategy  
 
A further factor that contributed to the team's success was the 
added value they received from their coach. Time and again, 
Coach Mitch was able to correctly anticipate how the opposing 
team would react in certain situations and explain to his team 
what they needed to do to counter that strategy. And the team 
members were repeatedly able to put the coach's plan into action 
and neutralize the other team's tactical ploy.  
 
For example, in the final game of the season, Coach Mitch 
alerted the team at halftime to the likelihood that, because the 
opposing team was behind in the game, they would most likely 
push the ball forward at every opportunity in order to force the 
play, increase the tempo, and put pressure on our defenders not 
to make an error. The way to respond to this onslaught would be 
to anticipate the pressure and not be surprised by it, to meet their 
energy with an equally energetic defense, and then to capitalize 
on the other team's forward positioning and movement by 
quickly counterattacking whenever possible. The Schechter 
Manhattan players responded exactly as coached, and the result 
was a flurry of quick-strike scores that put the game out of the 
other team's reach.  
 
Here as well, the students' experience in the classroom proved to 
be an invaluable training ground for the soccer field. Teachers 
spend much of their day coaching students: observing what they 
can do, seeing where they need help, understanding what's really 
at issue when they get stuck, and pointing them in a more 
promising direction without actually helping them do the work. 
Students come to trust their teachers to have greater insight into 
their learning approach and performance than they themselves 
do, and hence to guide them in a way that will later prove to have 
been right. So there's nothing unusual in the soccer team 
members receiving coaching from their coach, or in their trusting 
him to have good advice for them, or in their willingness to 
follow what he said as fully and closely as possible.  
 
Sportsmanship  
 
The fifth and final factor that contributed to the soccer team's 
fantastic season is how they reacted to the ebb and flow of each 
game and how they treated each other, members of the other 



team, the referee, and others, particularly in tense or frustrating 
moments. The sportsmanlike ideal - to be intensely competitive 
in game action, yet accepting of disappointment - is a hard 
balance to achieve, particularly for young players. However, the 
Schechter team developed a well-deserved reputation for 
exemplary sportsmanship among the teams and coaches with 
whom they competed.  
 
An example: the one blemish on the team's record, a tie, came in 
the next-to-last game of the season. Schechter was leading by a 
goal in the closing seconds when the goalkeeper made a save, but 
then, not hearing the coach's instruction to hold the ball, 
inadvertently gave it away to the other team, which scored the 
tying goal just before the game clock ran out. As their opponents 
rejoiced at miraculously coming from behind and snatching a tie 
from the jaws of defeat, our team reacted immediately in two 
ways: first, they went over to their goalie to console him, pat him 
on the back, and commend him for his good play. And second, 
they lined up with heads high and voices unwavering to 
congratulate the other team on a well-played game.  
 
To appreciate the role of the school in paving the way for the 
soccer team's sportsmanship, we need to inquire into what's 
really going on in moments of sportsmanship, why it is that we 
all feel uplifted by accounts of sportsmanlike behavior. I believe 
that there are two complementary choices being made: first, not 
to look back in self-pity or react disproportionately, but rather to 
keep things in perspective and move on. And second, to care 
more about the kind of person I am and the relationships I want 
to forge than about the game and its outcome. In other words, 
sportsmanship bespeaks both self-control and a healthy scale of 
values. The alternative to sportsmanship, misplaced self-regard 
and an inverted scale of values, is all too human and deceptively 
easy to fall into.  
 
It's now apparent why Schechter's soccer players are not only 
sports champions, but sportsmanship champions, as well. The 
very qualities that contribute to sportsmanship are key elements 
of menschlichkeit - self-respect that inspires others' respect, and 
an unwavering, carefully considered value system. Success in 
menschlichkeit and its academic equivalent, principled self-
understanding, represents the pinnacle of the Schechter 
Manhattan education, imbedded and reflected in the graduation 
exhibition which each eighth grader produces. In the graduation 
exhibition, students identify the key values that best encapsulate 
who they are and what they care most about, trace the origins 
and genesis of these values in their Schechter experience, and 
imagine how they are likely to shape their future life choices. But 
the personal and academic qualities that are expressed in the 
graduation exhibition are developed over years, nine years to be 
exact, which is why the graduation exhibition is a fair 



expectation of eighth graders. It's these formative experiences 
throughout one's Schechter Manhattan schooling out of which 
menschlichkeit and principled self-understanding develop.  
 
Mazal tov to the soccer team on its extraordinary 
accomplishments, both on and off the field.  
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A new milestone has been reached. 
A new standard of excellence has 
been set.  
 
For the first time in Schechter 
Manhattan's brief history of 
interscholastic sports competition, a 
team has an undefeated record. The 
school's Middle School coed soccer 
team finished its season with three 
wins, no losses, and one tie.  
 
Now, Schechter Manhattan is not exactly a school in which jock 
culture reigns supreme. Our students enjoy a spirited game of 
Capture the Flag as much as kids in other schools do, but very 
few of them, for example, bring their footballs and baseball mitts 
to school in the hope of getting a few throws in during recess. 
And school success in general, whether academic or social, is not 
defined in competitive terms, such as getting the highest mark or 
being the most popular; instead, making an articulate and poised 
presentation, or being a compassionate friend, or accomplishing 
something you'd never done before and weren't sure if you could 
- these are the markers of success, even if others - even many 
others - are doing similar things.  
 
So, what's a school like ours doing with an undefeated soccer 
team?! And what can the factors contributing to our athletic 
success teach us about the culture of our school as a whole?  
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Team Play  
 
This was not a team characterized by one or two stars, with the 
other players in supporting roles. We've had such teams in the 
past, in both basketball and soccer, and, though they played well 
and represented their school creditably, in the end they weren't as 
successful as this team. Instead, the distinction of an undefeated 
record goes to a teamful of players fairly evenly matched in 
ability who learned to play together and support each other, and 
this swung the momentum consistently in their favor.  
 
An example: in one game, one of our defenders got beaten in 
midfield, and the opposing player cruised toward our goal 
unchallenged. Suddenly, from opposite sides of the field, along 
came two teammates in hot pursuit, closing off the other player's 
unimpeded path and stripping him of the ball. Moments later, our 
team was advancing and attacking the opposing goal.  
 
Another example: in a different game, an opposing player 
launched a solidly struck, well-placed shot on goal, which our 
goalkeeper did very well to get his hand on, deflect, and slow 
down. However, the ball continued toward the back post, where 
it would have gone in had not one of our defenders, perfectly 
positioned to back up the goalie, stepped up and cleared the ball. 
Goal averted.  
 
But teamwork among middle schoolers on the soccer field is 
fundamentally no different from fourth graders learning in 
chevruta (study pairs) or kindergartners helping a classmate put 
away blocks. The formative experiences that produced team play 
of sufficiently high caliber to contribute to an undefeated season 
began at a young age, were repeated and reinforced literally 
thousands of times over the elementary years, and now come to 
the fore naturally and spontaneously, even at the breakneck 
speed at which school sports are played.  
 
Field Sense  
 
Another key to the soccer team's extraordinary success is the fact 
that many of the players had a deep and intuitive understanding 
of situational play. In part because they made up for their 
unexceptional talent with unusual versatility, having practiced 
playing every position on the field, they had great vision and an 
uncanny sense of how a play was unfolding. They could 
therefore anticipate where the ball was likely to be headed over 
the next few seconds, whether on offense or on defense, and with 
that head start, they were repeatedly able to beat their opponents 
to the ball.  
 
A case in point: in the first game of the season, when the team 
fell behind in the first half on account of the dominating play of 
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the other team's midfielders, two of our best offensive players 
shifted to midfield for the second half, gave up their own scoring 
opportunities, blanketed the opposing players for the rest of the 
game, and frustrated them in the process. That one tactical move 
changed the momentum, turned the tide of the game, and enabled 
Schechter to come from behind and forge ahead for a convincing 
victory.  
 
However, it comes as no surprise that our students' play is 
perceptive, resourceful, and focused, because that is precisely 
their m.o. in the classroom, every day. When you are able to 
generate your own ideas for writing a personal narrative and to 
select the most promising one to develop and expand; when 
you've had to figure out on your own how to make physical 
models of human organs that exemplify what they do and how 
they function; when you've learned how to use grammatical 
constructions, context clues, and dictionaries to figure out for 
yourself the meaning of a seemingly impenetrable text - in your 
second language! - then the ability to instantly analyze a game 
situation and act on your understanding comes to you like second 
nature. It stands to reason that this would have been one of the 
inherent advantages our team enjoyed throughout this magical 
season.  
 
Enthusiasm  
 
A third key factor in the soccer team's victories was the way in 
which every team member contributed in every game by 
cheering the team on from the sidelines. This was a contribution 
to the team's success in which everyone could participate 
equally, and did, from the most veteran and soccer savvy eighth 
graders to the most inexperienced and least comprehending fifth 
graders. Whoever was not on the field knew they had an 
important role to play: to give continuous encouragement to their 
teammates with loud and vocal support.  
 
There was no time to pout on the sideline about a lack of playing 
time. Because players were shuttled into and out of the game 
frequently, no one felt slighted or snubbed, because all were in 
the thick of it together at every moment; and a few minutes later 
they would trade places, with players from the sideline being 
substituted for those on the field and picking up where their 
teammates had left off.  
 
But this tone of enthusiasm and mutual encouragement at the 
soccer games was no different from the players' classroom 
experiences over the years. At Schechter Manhattan, learning is 
playful; school is enjoyable. Teachers and students smile a lot of 
the time. Even though tasks are challenging, they're decidedly 
engaging. Excitement is often in the air. Also, one of the 
expectations that come with being part of a classroom 



community is being encouraging and supportive of each other. In 
writers' workshop, this takes the form of always offering a fellow 
writer warm feedback before suggesting how the writing might 
be improved; in circle time, it means acknowledging and 
celebrating the everyday kindnesses that children do for each 
other. No wonder teammates are easily able to translate these 
positive habits of heart into their game-time equivalent.  
 
Strategy  
 
A further factor that contributed to the team's success was the 
added value they received from their coach. Time and again, 
Coach Mitch was able to correctly anticipate how the opposing 
team would react in certain situations and explain to his team 
what they needed to do to counter that strategy. And the team 
members were repeatedly able to put the coach's plan into action 
and neutralize the other team's tactical ploy.  
 
For example, in the final game of the season, Coach Mitch 
alerted the team at halftime to the likelihood that, because the 
opposing team was behind in the game, they would most likely 
push the ball forward at every opportunity in order to force the 
play, increase the tempo, and put pressure on our defenders not 
to make an error. The way to respond to this onslaught would be 
to anticipate the pressure and not be surprised by it, to meet their 
energy with an equally energetic defense, and then to capitalize 
on the other team's forward positioning and movement by 
quickly counterattacking whenever possible. The Schechter 
Manhattan players responded exactly as coached, and the result 
was a flurry of quick-strike scores that put the game out of the 
other team's reach.  
 
Here as well, the students' experience in the classroom proved to 
be an invaluable training ground for the soccer field. Teachers 
spend much of their day coaching students: observing what they 
can do, seeing where they need help, understanding what's really 
at issue when they get stuck, and pointing them in a more 
promising direction without actually helping them do the work. 
Students come to trust their teachers to have greater insight into 
their learning approach and performance than they themselves 
do, and hence to guide them in a way that will later prove to have 
been right. So there's nothing unusual in the soccer team 
members receiving coaching from their coach, or in their trusting 
him to have good advice for them, or in their willingness to 
follow what he said as fully and closely as possible.  
 
Sportsmanship  
 
The fifth and final factor that contributed to the soccer team's 
fantastic season is how they reacted to the ebb and flow of each 
game and how they treated each other, members of the other 



team, the referee, and others, particularly in tense or frustrating 
moments. The sportsmanlike ideal - to be intensely competitive 
in game action, yet accepting of disappointment - is a hard 
balance to achieve, particularly for young players. However, the 
Schechter team developed a well-deserved reputation for 
exemplary sportsmanship among the teams and coaches with 
whom they competed.  
 
An example: the one blemish on the team's record, a tie, came in 
the next-to-last game of the season. Schechter was leading by a 
goal in the closing seconds when the goalkeeper made a save, but 
then, not hearing the coach's instruction to hold the ball, 
inadvertently gave it away to the other team, which scored the 
tying goal just before the game clock ran out. As their opponents 
rejoiced at miraculously coming from behind and snatching a tie 
from the jaws of defeat, our team reacted immediately in two 
ways: first, they went over to their goalie to console him, pat him 
on the back, and commend him for his good play. And second, 
they lined up with heads high and voices unwavering to 
congratulate the other team on a well-played game.  
 
To appreciate the role of the school in paving the way for the 
soccer team's sportsmanship, we need to inquire into what's 
really going on in moments of sportsmanship, why it is that we 
all feel uplifted by accounts of sportsmanlike behavior. I believe 
that there are two complementary choices being made: first, not 
to look back in self-pity or react disproportionately, but rather to 
keep things in perspective and move on. And second, to care 
more about the kind of person I am and the relationships I want 
to forge than about the game and its outcome. In other words, 
sportsmanship bespeaks both self-control and a healthy scale of 
values. The alternative to sportsmanship, misplaced self-regard 
and an inverted scale of values, is all too human and deceptively 
easy to fall into.  
 
It's now apparent why Schechter's soccer players are not only 
sports champions, but sportsmanship champions, as well. The 
very qualities that contribute to sportsmanship are key elements 
of menschlichkeit - self-respect that inspires others' respect, and 
an unwavering, carefully considered value system. Success in 
menschlichkeit and its academic equivalent, principled self-
understanding, represents the pinnacle of the Schechter 
Manhattan education, imbedded and reflected in the graduation 
exhibition which each eighth grader produces. In the graduation 
exhibition, students identify the key values that best encapsulate 
who they are and what they care most about, trace the origins 
and genesis of these values in their Schechter experience, and 
imagine how they are likely to shape their future life choices. But 
the personal and academic qualities that are expressed in the 
graduation exhibition are developed over years, nine years to be 
exact, which is why the graduation exhibition is a fair 



expectation of eighth graders. It's these formative experiences 
throughout one's Schechter Manhattan schooling out of which 
menschlichkeit and principled self-understanding develop.  
 
Mazal tov to the soccer team on its extraordinary 
accomplishments, both on and off the field.  
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A new milestone has been reached. 
A new standard of excellence has 
been set.  
 
For the first time in Schechter 
Manhattan's brief history of 
interscholastic sports competition, a 
team has an undefeated record. The 
school's Middle School coed soccer 
team finished its season with three 
wins, no losses, and one tie.  
 
Now, Schechter Manhattan is not exactly a school in which jock 
culture reigns supreme. Our students enjoy a spirited game of 
Capture the Flag as much as kids in other schools do, but very 
few of them, for example, bring their footballs and baseball mitts 
to school in the hope of getting a few throws in during recess. 
And school success in general, whether academic or social, is not 
defined in competitive terms, such as getting the highest mark or 
being the most popular; instead, making an articulate and poised 
presentation, or being a compassionate friend, or accomplishing 
something you'd never done before and weren't sure if you could 
- these are the markers of success, even if others - even many 
others - are doing similar things.  
 
So, what's a school like ours doing with an undefeated soccer 
team?! And what can the factors contributing to our athletic 
success teach us about the culture of our school as a whole?  
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Team Play  
 
This was not a team characterized by one or two stars, with the 
other players in supporting roles. We've had such teams in the 
past, in both basketball and soccer, and, though they played well 
and represented their school creditably, in the end they weren't as 
successful as this team. Instead, the distinction of an undefeated 
record goes to a teamful of players fairly evenly matched in 
ability who learned to play together and support each other, and 
this swung the momentum consistently in their favor.  
 
An example: in one game, one of our defenders got beaten in 
midfield, and the opposing player cruised toward our goal 
unchallenged. Suddenly, from opposite sides of the field, along 
came two teammates in hot pursuit, closing off the other player's 
unimpeded path and stripping him of the ball. Moments later, our 
team was advancing and attacking the opposing goal.  
 
Another example: in a different game, an opposing player 
launched a solidly struck, well-placed shot on goal, which our 
goalkeeper did very well to get his hand on, deflect, and slow 
down. However, the ball continued toward the back post, where 
it would have gone in had not one of our defenders, perfectly 
positioned to back up the goalie, stepped up and cleared the ball. 
Goal averted.  
 
But teamwork among middle schoolers on the soccer field is 
fundamentally no different from fourth graders learning in 
chevruta (study pairs) or kindergartners helping a classmate put 
away blocks. The formative experiences that produced team play 
of sufficiently high caliber to contribute to an undefeated season 
began at a young age, were repeated and reinforced literally 
thousands of times over the elementary years, and now come to 
the fore naturally and spontaneously, even at the breakneck 
speed at which school sports are played.  
 
Field Sense  
 
Another key to the soccer team's extraordinary success is the fact 
that many of the players had a deep and intuitive understanding 
of situational play. In part because they made up for their 
unexceptional talent with unusual versatility, having practiced 
playing every position on the field, they had great vision and an 
uncanny sense of how a play was unfolding. They could 
therefore anticipate where the ball was likely to be headed over 
the next few seconds, whether on offense or on defense, and with 
that head start, they were repeatedly able to beat their opponents 
to the ball.  
 
A case in point: in the first game of the season, when the team 
fell behind in the first half on account of the dominating play of 
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the other team's midfielders, two of our best offensive players 
shifted to midfield for the second half, gave up their own scoring 
opportunities, blanketed the opposing players for the rest of the 
game, and frustrated them in the process. That one tactical move 
changed the momentum, turned the tide of the game, and enabled 
Schechter to come from behind and forge ahead for a convincing 
victory.  
 
However, it comes as no surprise that our students' play is 
perceptive, resourceful, and focused, because that is precisely 
their m.o. in the classroom, every day. When you are able to 
generate your own ideas for writing a personal narrative and to 
select the most promising one to develop and expand; when 
you've had to figure out on your own how to make physical 
models of human organs that exemplify what they do and how 
they function; when you've learned how to use grammatical 
constructions, context clues, and dictionaries to figure out for 
yourself the meaning of a seemingly impenetrable text - in your 
second language! - then the ability to instantly analyze a game 
situation and act on your understanding comes to you like second 
nature. It stands to reason that this would have been one of the 
inherent advantages our team enjoyed throughout this magical 
season.  
 
Enthusiasm  
 
A third key factor in the soccer team's victories was the way in 
which every team member contributed in every game by 
cheering the team on from the sidelines. This was a contribution 
to the team's success in which everyone could participate 
equally, and did, from the most veteran and soccer savvy eighth 
graders to the most inexperienced and least comprehending fifth 
graders. Whoever was not on the field knew they had an 
important role to play: to give continuous encouragement to their 
teammates with loud and vocal support.  
 
There was no time to pout on the sideline about a lack of playing 
time. Because players were shuttled into and out of the game 
frequently, no one felt slighted or snubbed, because all were in 
the thick of it together at every moment; and a few minutes later 
they would trade places, with players from the sideline being 
substituted for those on the field and picking up where their 
teammates had left off.  
 
But this tone of enthusiasm and mutual encouragement at the 
soccer games was no different from the players' classroom 
experiences over the years. At Schechter Manhattan, learning is 
playful; school is enjoyable. Teachers and students smile a lot of 
the time. Even though tasks are challenging, they're decidedly 
engaging. Excitement is often in the air. Also, one of the 
expectations that come with being part of a classroom 



community is being encouraging and supportive of each other. In 
writers' workshop, this takes the form of always offering a fellow 
writer warm feedback before suggesting how the writing might 
be improved; in circle time, it means acknowledging and 
celebrating the everyday kindnesses that children do for each 
other. No wonder teammates are easily able to translate these 
positive habits of heart into their game-time equivalent.  
 
Strategy  
 
A further factor that contributed to the team's success was the 
added value they received from their coach. Time and again, 
Coach Mitch was able to correctly anticipate how the opposing 
team would react in certain situations and explain to his team 
what they needed to do to counter that strategy. And the team 
members were repeatedly able to put the coach's plan into action 
and neutralize the other team's tactical ploy.  
 
For example, in the final game of the season, Coach Mitch 
alerted the team at halftime to the likelihood that, because the 
opposing team was behind in the game, they would most likely 
push the ball forward at every opportunity in order to force the 
play, increase the tempo, and put pressure on our defenders not 
to make an error. The way to respond to this onslaught would be 
to anticipate the pressure and not be surprised by it, to meet their 
energy with an equally energetic defense, and then to capitalize 
on the other team's forward positioning and movement by 
quickly counterattacking whenever possible. The Schechter 
Manhattan players responded exactly as coached, and the result 
was a flurry of quick-strike scores that put the game out of the 
other team's reach.  
 
Here as well, the students' experience in the classroom proved to 
be an invaluable training ground for the soccer field. Teachers 
spend much of their day coaching students: observing what they 
can do, seeing where they need help, understanding what's really 
at issue when they get stuck, and pointing them in a more 
promising direction without actually helping them do the work. 
Students come to trust their teachers to have greater insight into 
their learning approach and performance than they themselves 
do, and hence to guide them in a way that will later prove to have 
been right. So there's nothing unusual in the soccer team 
members receiving coaching from their coach, or in their trusting 
him to have good advice for them, or in their willingness to 
follow what he said as fully and closely as possible.  
 
Sportsmanship  
 
The fifth and final factor that contributed to the soccer team's 
fantastic season is how they reacted to the ebb and flow of each 
game and how they treated each other, members of the other 



team, the referee, and others, particularly in tense or frustrating 
moments. The sportsmanlike ideal - to be intensely competitive 
in game action, yet accepting of disappointment - is a hard 
balance to achieve, particularly for young players. However, the 
Schechter team developed a well-deserved reputation for 
exemplary sportsmanship among the teams and coaches with 
whom they competed.  
 
An example: the one blemish on the team's record, a tie, came in 
the next-to-last game of the season. Schechter was leading by a 
goal in the closing seconds when the goalkeeper made a save, but 
then, not hearing the coach's instruction to hold the ball, 
inadvertently gave it away to the other team, which scored the 
tying goal just before the game clock ran out. As their opponents 
rejoiced at miraculously coming from behind and snatching a tie 
from the jaws of defeat, our team reacted immediately in two 
ways: first, they went over to their goalie to console him, pat him 
on the back, and commend him for his good play. And second, 
they lined up with heads high and voices unwavering to 
congratulate the other team on a well-played game.  
 
To appreciate the role of the school in paving the way for the 
soccer team's sportsmanship, we need to inquire into what's 
really going on in moments of sportsmanship, why it is that we 
all feel uplifted by accounts of sportsmanlike behavior. I believe 
that there are two complementary choices being made: first, not 
to look back in self-pity or react disproportionately, but rather to 
keep things in perspective and move on. And second, to care 
more about the kind of person I am and the relationships I want 
to forge than about the game and its outcome. In other words, 
sportsmanship bespeaks both self-control and a healthy scale of 
values. The alternative to sportsmanship, misplaced self-regard 
and an inverted scale of values, is all too human and deceptively 
easy to fall into.  
 
It's now apparent why Schechter's soccer players are not only 
sports champions, but sportsmanship champions, as well. The 
very qualities that contribute to sportsmanship are key elements 
of menschlichkeit - self-respect that inspires others' respect, and 
an unwavering, carefully considered value system. Success in 
menschlichkeit and its academic equivalent, principled self-
understanding, represents the pinnacle of the Schechter 
Manhattan education, imbedded and reflected in the graduation 
exhibition which each eighth grader produces. In the graduation 
exhibition, students identify the key values that best encapsulate 
who they are and what they care most about, trace the origins 
and genesis of these values in their Schechter experience, and 
imagine how they are likely to shape their future life choices. But 
the personal and academic qualities that are expressed in the 
graduation exhibition are developed over years, nine years to be 
exact, which is why the graduation exhibition is a fair 



expectation of eighth graders. It's these formative experiences 
throughout one's Schechter Manhattan schooling out of which 
menschlichkeit and principled self-understanding develop.  
 
Mazal tov to the soccer team on its extraordinary 
accomplishments, both on and off the field.  
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A new milestone has been reached. 
A new standard of excellence has 
been set.  
 
For the first time in Schechter 
Manhattan's brief history of 
interscholastic sports competition, a 
team has an undefeated record. The 
school's Middle School coed soccer 
team finished its season with three 
wins, no losses, and one tie.  
 
Now, Schechter Manhattan is not exactly a school in which jock 
culture reigns supreme. Our students enjoy a spirited game of 
Capture the Flag as much as kids in other schools do, but very 
few of them, for example, bring their footballs and baseball mitts 
to school in the hope of getting a few throws in during recess. 
And school success in general, whether academic or social, is not 
defined in competitive terms, such as getting the highest mark or 
being the most popular; instead, making an articulate and poised 
presentation, or being a compassionate friend, or accomplishing 
something you'd never done before and weren't sure if you could 
- these are the markers of success, even if others - even many 
others - are doing similar things.  
 
So, what's a school like ours doing with an undefeated soccer 
team?! And what can the factors contributing to our athletic 
success teach us about the culture of our school as a whole?  
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Team Play  
 
This was not a team characterized by one or two stars, with the 
other players in supporting roles. We've had such teams in the 
past, in both basketball and soccer, and, though they played well 
and represented their school creditably, in the end they weren't as 
successful as this team. Instead, the distinction of an undefeated 
record goes to a teamful of players fairly evenly matched in 
ability who learned to play together and support each other, and 
this swung the momentum consistently in their favor.  
 
An example: in one game, one of our defenders got beaten in 
midfield, and the opposing player cruised toward our goal 
unchallenged. Suddenly, from opposite sides of the field, along 
came two teammates in hot pursuit, closing off the other player's 
unimpeded path and stripping him of the ball. Moments later, our 
team was advancing and attacking the opposing goal.  
 
Another example: in a different game, an opposing player 
launched a solidly struck, well-placed shot on goal, which our 
goalkeeper did very well to get his hand on, deflect, and slow 
down. However, the ball continued toward the back post, where 
it would have gone in had not one of our defenders, perfectly 
positioned to back up the goalie, stepped up and cleared the ball. 
Goal averted.  
 
But teamwork among middle schoolers on the soccer field is 
fundamentally no different from fourth graders learning in 
chevruta (study pairs) or kindergartners helping a classmate put 
away blocks. The formative experiences that produced team play 
of sufficiently high caliber to contribute to an undefeated season 
began at a young age, were repeated and reinforced literally 
thousands of times over the elementary years, and now come to 
the fore naturally and spontaneously, even at the breakneck 
speed at which school sports are played.  
 
Field Sense  
 
Another key to the soccer team's extraordinary success is the fact 
that many of the players had a deep and intuitive understanding 
of situational play. In part because they made up for their 
unexceptional talent with unusual versatility, having practiced 
playing every position on the field, they had great vision and an 
uncanny sense of how a play was unfolding. They could 
therefore anticipate where the ball was likely to be headed over 
the next few seconds, whether on offense or on defense, and with 
that head start, they were repeatedly able to beat their opponents 
to the ball.  
 
A case in point: in the first game of the season, when the team 
fell behind in the first half on account of the dominating play of 



�
��
 ��������������
��������
���� �

���
�������	�� � �
�������
�����������

�����������
� � �

������ �

��������
��������
� �

� ��!�"�#$%%�	&���
�' �

 
 

the other team's midfielders, two of our best offensive players 
shifted to midfield for the second half, gave up their own scoring 
opportunities, blanketed the opposing players for the rest of the 
game, and frustrated them in the process. That one tactical move 
changed the momentum, turned the tide of the game, and enabled 
Schechter to come from behind and forge ahead for a convincing 
victory.  
 
However, it comes as no surprise that our students' play is 
perceptive, resourceful, and focused, because that is precisely 
their m.o. in the classroom, every day. When you are able to 
generate your own ideas for writing a personal narrative and to 
select the most promising one to develop and expand; when 
you've had to figure out on your own how to make physical 
models of human organs that exemplify what they do and how 
they function; when you've learned how to use grammatical 
constructions, context clues, and dictionaries to figure out for 
yourself the meaning of a seemingly impenetrable text - in your 
second language! - then the ability to instantly analyze a game 
situation and act on your understanding comes to you like second 
nature. It stands to reason that this would have been one of the 
inherent advantages our team enjoyed throughout this magical 
season.  
 
Enthusiasm  
 
A third key factor in the soccer team's victories was the way in 
which every team member contributed in every game by 
cheering the team on from the sidelines. This was a contribution 
to the team's success in which everyone could participate 
equally, and did, from the most veteran and soccer savvy eighth 
graders to the most inexperienced and least comprehending fifth 
graders. Whoever was not on the field knew they had an 
important role to play: to give continuous encouragement to their 
teammates with loud and vocal support.  
 
There was no time to pout on the sideline about a lack of playing 
time. Because players were shuttled into and out of the game 
frequently, no one felt slighted or snubbed, because all were in 
the thick of it together at every moment; and a few minutes later 
they would trade places, with players from the sideline being 
substituted for those on the field and picking up where their 
teammates had left off.  
 
But this tone of enthusiasm and mutual encouragement at the 
soccer games was no different from the players' classroom 
experiences over the years. At Schechter Manhattan, learning is 
playful; school is enjoyable. Teachers and students smile a lot of 
the time. Even though tasks are challenging, they're decidedly 
engaging. Excitement is often in the air. Also, one of the 
expectations that come with being part of a classroom 



community is being encouraging and supportive of each other. In 
writers' workshop, this takes the form of always offering a fellow 
writer warm feedback before suggesting how the writing might 
be improved; in circle time, it means acknowledging and 
celebrating the everyday kindnesses that children do for each 
other. No wonder teammates are easily able to translate these 
positive habits of heart into their game-time equivalent.  
 
Strategy  
 
A further factor that contributed to the team's success was the 
added value they received from their coach. Time and again, 
Coach Mitch was able to correctly anticipate how the opposing 
team would react in certain situations and explain to his team 
what they needed to do to counter that strategy. And the team 
members were repeatedly able to put the coach's plan into action 
and neutralize the other team's tactical ploy.  
 
For example, in the final game of the season, Coach Mitch 
alerted the team at halftime to the likelihood that, because the 
opposing team was behind in the game, they would most likely 
push the ball forward at every opportunity in order to force the 
play, increase the tempo, and put pressure on our defenders not 
to make an error. The way to respond to this onslaught would be 
to anticipate the pressure and not be surprised by it, to meet their 
energy with an equally energetic defense, and then to capitalize 
on the other team's forward positioning and movement by 
quickly counterattacking whenever possible. The Schechter 
Manhattan players responded exactly as coached, and the result 
was a flurry of quick-strike scores that put the game out of the 
other team's reach.  
 
Here as well, the students' experience in the classroom proved to 
be an invaluable training ground for the soccer field. Teachers 
spend much of their day coaching students: observing what they 
can do, seeing where they need help, understanding what's really 
at issue when they get stuck, and pointing them in a more 
promising direction without actually helping them do the work. 
Students come to trust their teachers to have greater insight into 
their learning approach and performance than they themselves 
do, and hence to guide them in a way that will later prove to have 
been right. So there's nothing unusual in the soccer team 
members receiving coaching from their coach, or in their trusting 
him to have good advice for them, or in their willingness to 
follow what he said as fully and closely as possible.  
 
Sportsmanship  
 
The fifth and final factor that contributed to the soccer team's 
fantastic season is how they reacted to the ebb and flow of each 
game and how they treated each other, members of the other 



team, the referee, and others, particularly in tense or frustrating 
moments. The sportsmanlike ideal - to be intensely competitive 
in game action, yet accepting of disappointment - is a hard 
balance to achieve, particularly for young players. However, the 
Schechter team developed a well-deserved reputation for 
exemplary sportsmanship among the teams and coaches with 
whom they competed.  
 
An example: the one blemish on the team's record, a tie, came in 
the next-to-last game of the season. Schechter was leading by a 
goal in the closing seconds when the goalkeeper made a save, but 
then, not hearing the coach's instruction to hold the ball, 
inadvertently gave it away to the other team, which scored the 
tying goal just before the game clock ran out. As their opponents 
rejoiced at miraculously coming from behind and snatching a tie 
from the jaws of defeat, our team reacted immediately in two 
ways: first, they went over to their goalie to console him, pat him 
on the back, and commend him for his good play. And second, 
they lined up with heads high and voices unwavering to 
congratulate the other team on a well-played game.  
 
To appreciate the role of the school in paving the way for the 
soccer team's sportsmanship, we need to inquire into what's 
really going on in moments of sportsmanship, why it is that we 
all feel uplifted by accounts of sportsmanlike behavior. I believe 
that there are two complementary choices being made: first, not 
to look back in self-pity or react disproportionately, but rather to 
keep things in perspective and move on. And second, to care 
more about the kind of person I am and the relationships I want 
to forge than about the game and its outcome. In other words, 
sportsmanship bespeaks both self-control and a healthy scale of 
values. The alternative to sportsmanship, misplaced self-regard 
and an inverted scale of values, is all too human and deceptively 
easy to fall into.  
 
It's now apparent why Schechter's soccer players are not only 
sports champions, but sportsmanship champions, as well. The 
very qualities that contribute to sportsmanship are key elements 
of menschlichkeit - self-respect that inspires others' respect, and 
an unwavering, carefully considered value system. Success in 
menschlichkeit and its academic equivalent, principled self-
understanding, represents the pinnacle of the Schechter 
Manhattan education, imbedded and reflected in the graduation 
exhibition which each eighth grader produces. In the graduation 
exhibition, students identify the key values that best encapsulate 
who they are and what they care most about, trace the origins 
and genesis of these values in their Schechter experience, and 
imagine how they are likely to shape their future life choices. But 
the personal and academic qualities that are expressed in the 
graduation exhibition are developed over years, nine years to be 
exact, which is why the graduation exhibition is a fair 



expectation of eighth graders. It's these formative experiences 
throughout one's Schechter Manhattan schooling out of which 
menschlichkeit and principled self-understanding develop.  
 
Mazal tov to the soccer team on its extraordinary 
accomplishments, both on and off the field.  
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A new milestone has been reached. 
A new standard of excellence has 
been set.  
 
For the first time in Schechter 
Manhattan's brief history of 
interscholastic sports competition, a 
team has an undefeated record. The 
school's Middle School coed soccer 
team finished its season with three 
wins, no losses, and one tie.  
 
Now, Schechter Manhattan is not exactly a school in which jock 
culture reigns supreme. Our students enjoy a spirited game of 
Capture the Flag as much as kids in other schools do, but very 
few of them, for example, bring their footballs and baseball mitts 
to school in the hope of getting a few throws in during recess. 
And school success in general, whether academic or social, is not 
defined in competitive terms, such as getting the highest mark or 
being the most popular; instead, making an articulate and poised 
presentation, or being a compassionate friend, or accomplishing 
something you'd never done before and weren't sure if you could 
- these are the markers of success, even if others - even many 
others - are doing similar things.  
 
So, what's a school like ours doing with an undefeated soccer 
team?! And what can the factors contributing to our athletic 
success teach us about the culture of our school as a whole?  
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Team Play  
 
This was not a team characterized by one or two stars, with the 
other players in supporting roles. We've had such teams in the 
past, in both basketball and soccer, and, though they played well 
and represented their school creditably, in the end they weren't as 
successful as this team. Instead, the distinction of an undefeated 
record goes to a teamful of players fairly evenly matched in 
ability who learned to play together and support each other, and 
this swung the momentum consistently in their favor.  
 
An example: in one game, one of our defenders got beaten in 
midfield, and the opposing player cruised toward our goal 
unchallenged. Suddenly, from opposite sides of the field, along 
came two teammates in hot pursuit, closing off the other player's 
unimpeded path and stripping him of the ball. Moments later, our 
team was advancing and attacking the opposing goal.  
 
Another example: in a different game, an opposing player 
launched a solidly struck, well-placed shot on goal, which our 
goalkeeper did very well to get his hand on, deflect, and slow 
down. However, the ball continued toward the back post, where 
it would have gone in had not one of our defenders, perfectly 
positioned to back up the goalie, stepped up and cleared the ball. 
Goal averted.  
 
But teamwork among middle schoolers on the soccer field is 
fundamentally no different from fourth graders learning in 
chevruta (study pairs) or kindergartners helping a classmate put 
away blocks. The formative experiences that produced team play 
of sufficiently high caliber to contribute to an undefeated season 
began at a young age, were repeated and reinforced literally 
thousands of times over the elementary years, and now come to 
the fore naturally and spontaneously, even at the breakneck 
speed at which school sports are played.  
 
Field Sense  
 
Another key to the soccer team's extraordinary success is the fact 
that many of the players had a deep and intuitive understanding 
of situational play. In part because they made up for their 
unexceptional talent with unusual versatility, having practiced 
playing every position on the field, they had great vision and an 
uncanny sense of how a play was unfolding. They could 
therefore anticipate where the ball was likely to be headed over 
the next few seconds, whether on offense or on defense, and with 
that head start, they were repeatedly able to beat their opponents 
to the ball.  
 
A case in point: in the first game of the season, when the team 
fell behind in the first half on account of the dominating play of 
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the other team's midfielders, two of our best offensive players 
shifted to midfield for the second half, gave up their own scoring 
opportunities, blanketed the opposing players for the rest of the 
game, and frustrated them in the process. That one tactical move 
changed the momentum, turned the tide of the game, and enabled 
Schechter to come from behind and forge ahead for a convincing 
victory.  
 
However, it comes as no surprise that our students' play is 
perceptive, resourceful, and focused, because that is precisely 
their m.o. in the classroom, every day. When you are able to 
generate your own ideas for writing a personal narrative and to 
select the most promising one to develop and expand; when 
you've had to figure out on your own how to make physical 
models of human organs that exemplify what they do and how 
they function; when you've learned how to use grammatical 
constructions, context clues, and dictionaries to figure out for 
yourself the meaning of a seemingly impenetrable text - in your 
second language! - then the ability to instantly analyze a game 
situation and act on your understanding comes to you like second 
nature. It stands to reason that this would have been one of the 
inherent advantages our team enjoyed throughout this magical 
season.  
 
Enthusiasm  
 
A third key factor in the soccer team's victories was the way in 
which every team member contributed in every game by 
cheering the team on from the sidelines. This was a contribution 
to the team's success in which everyone could participate 
equally, and did, from the most veteran and soccer savvy eighth 
graders to the most inexperienced and least comprehending fifth 
graders. Whoever was not on the field knew they had an 
important role to play: to give continuous encouragement to their 
teammates with loud and vocal support.  
 
There was no time to pout on the sideline about a lack of playing 
time. Because players were shuttled into and out of the game 
frequently, no one felt slighted or snubbed, because all were in 
the thick of it together at every moment; and a few minutes later 
they would trade places, with players from the sideline being 
substituted for those on the field and picking up where their 
teammates had left off.  
 
But this tone of enthusiasm and mutual encouragement at the 
soccer games was no different from the players' classroom 
experiences over the years. At Schechter Manhattan, learning is 
playful; school is enjoyable. Teachers and students smile a lot of 
the time. Even though tasks are challenging, they're decidedly 
engaging. Excitement is often in the air. Also, one of the 
expectations that come with being part of a classroom 



community is being encouraging and supportive of each other. In 
writers' workshop, this takes the form of always offering a fellow 
writer warm feedback before suggesting how the writing might 
be improved; in circle time, it means acknowledging and 
celebrating the everyday kindnesses that children do for each 
other. No wonder teammates are easily able to translate these 
positive habits of heart into their game-time equivalent.  
 
Strategy  
 
A further factor that contributed to the team's success was the 
added value they received from their coach. Time and again, 
Coach Mitch was able to correctly anticipate how the opposing 
team would react in certain situations and explain to his team 
what they needed to do to counter that strategy. And the team 
members were repeatedly able to put the coach's plan into action 
and neutralize the other team's tactical ploy.  
 
For example, in the final game of the season, Coach Mitch 
alerted the team at halftime to the likelihood that, because the 
opposing team was behind in the game, they would most likely 
push the ball forward at every opportunity in order to force the 
play, increase the tempo, and put pressure on our defenders not 
to make an error. The way to respond to this onslaught would be 
to anticipate the pressure and not be surprised by it, to meet their 
energy with an equally energetic defense, and then to capitalize 
on the other team's forward positioning and movement by 
quickly counterattacking whenever possible. The Schechter 
Manhattan players responded exactly as coached, and the result 
was a flurry of quick-strike scores that put the game out of the 
other team's reach.  
 
Here as well, the students' experience in the classroom proved to 
be an invaluable training ground for the soccer field. Teachers 
spend much of their day coaching students: observing what they 
can do, seeing where they need help, understanding what's really 
at issue when they get stuck, and pointing them in a more 
promising direction without actually helping them do the work. 
Students come to trust their teachers to have greater insight into 
their learning approach and performance than they themselves 
do, and hence to guide them in a way that will later prove to have 
been right. So there's nothing unusual in the soccer team 
members receiving coaching from their coach, or in their trusting 
him to have good advice for them, or in their willingness to 
follow what he said as fully and closely as possible.  
 
Sportsmanship  
 
The fifth and final factor that contributed to the soccer team's 
fantastic season is how they reacted to the ebb and flow of each 
game and how they treated each other, members of the other 



team, the referee, and others, particularly in tense or frustrating 
moments. The sportsmanlike ideal - to be intensely competitive 
in game action, yet accepting of disappointment - is a hard 
balance to achieve, particularly for young players. However, the 
Schechter team developed a well-deserved reputation for 
exemplary sportsmanship among the teams and coaches with 
whom they competed.  
 
An example: the one blemish on the team's record, a tie, came in 
the next-to-last game of the season. Schechter was leading by a 
goal in the closing seconds when the goalkeeper made a save, but 
then, not hearing the coach's instruction to hold the ball, 
inadvertently gave it away to the other team, which scored the 
tying goal just before the game clock ran out. As their opponents 
rejoiced at miraculously coming from behind and snatching a tie 
from the jaws of defeat, our team reacted immediately in two 
ways: first, they went over to their goalie to console him, pat him 
on the back, and commend him for his good play. And second, 
they lined up with heads high and voices unwavering to 
congratulate the other team on a well-played game.  
 
To appreciate the role of the school in paving the way for the 
soccer team's sportsmanship, we need to inquire into what's 
really going on in moments of sportsmanship, why it is that we 
all feel uplifted by accounts of sportsmanlike behavior. I believe 
that there are two complementary choices being made: first, not 
to look back in self-pity or react disproportionately, but rather to 
keep things in perspective and move on. And second, to care 
more about the kind of person I am and the relationships I want 
to forge than about the game and its outcome. In other words, 
sportsmanship bespeaks both self-control and a healthy scale of 
values. The alternative to sportsmanship, misplaced self-regard 
and an inverted scale of values, is all too human and deceptively 
easy to fall into.  
 
It's now apparent why Schechter's soccer players are not only 
sports champions, but sportsmanship champions, as well. The 
very qualities that contribute to sportsmanship are key elements 
of menschlichkeit - self-respect that inspires others' respect, and 
an unwavering, carefully considered value system. Success in 
menschlichkeit and its academic equivalent, principled self-
understanding, represents the pinnacle of the Schechter 
Manhattan education, imbedded and reflected in the graduation 
exhibition which each eighth grader produces. In the graduation 
exhibition, students identify the key values that best encapsulate 
who they are and what they care most about, trace the origins 
and genesis of these values in their Schechter experience, and 
imagine how they are likely to shape their future life choices. But 
the personal and academic qualities that are expressed in the 
graduation exhibition are developed over years, nine years to be 
exact, which is why the graduation exhibition is a fair 



expectation of eighth graders. It's these formative experiences 
throughout one's Schechter Manhattan schooling out of which 
menschlichkeit and principled self-understanding develop.  
 
Mazal tov to the soccer team on its extraordinary 
accomplishments, both on and off the field.  
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