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Dedicated to the player I call “5”—Nolan Bowers—who 
represents all a coach could look for in a champion.Dedicated to 
Coach Jim Reynolds, Coach Jeff Chambers, and Coach Sonny 

Tudor who have done so much in helping me strive to be a 
championship coach.Dedicated to my parents who have done all 

they could to help me act like a champion in my personal life 
and everyday actions. 
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Possibly the most influential event of my life occurred when I was a 6-year old first 
grader.  My high school won the state football championship.  I was in awe of the 
all-state split end who lived on my street, and I can remember the excitement I felt 
when he signed an autograph for me.  At that point, there was nothing I wanted more 
than to win a state championship myself when I was in high school.

As determined as I was, I was unsuccessful in accomplishing my dream.  My 
best chance occurred in my junior year when I played on an outstanding soccer team 
which was disqualified from the state tournament for playing an ineligible player.  I 
felt great pain upon seeing the state championship game where a team we had beaten 
in the pre-season beat a team we had beaten in the regular season.  I wrote my col-
lege personal statement about this disappointment, and the perspective it gave me on 
athletic participation.  I had no regrets about the effort I had given.  I had no regrets 
about the relationships I made with both teammates and coaches.  I had no regrets 
about the values I believe so strongly which the pursuit of a state championship 
helped produce in me.

I went to college at Harvard, and from there, to Harvard Law School thinking 
that my career in high school athletics was nothing more than a flood of mostly fond 
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memories.  Yet, I remained obsessed with sports to the point where my classmates 
would joke that I was much better suited to be a coach than a lawyer.  I ignored 
them.  But on my first day of working at a law firm in the summer before my final 
year of law school, I came to the realization that if I did not quit immediately, I was 
destined to become a lawyer—something I did not want to be.  I graduated from law 
school, passed the bar, and then went straight to education school.  Today, I am a 
high school teacher and coach.

I still hold the dream of being part of a state championship team.  Only 
now, I am responsible for building that dream in others.  I write this book 
in the hopes that I can help as many kids as I can develop the qualities of a 
champion, both on the playing field and in their personal lives.

August 1st, 1999
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When I wrote this book (and the above “Foreword”) five years ago, I had no idea 
that I was heading into a nightmare of a coaching season.  It seemed like just about 
anything that could go wrong, did.  My team was hit by an astonishing number of 
injuries, and we barely managed to scrape out a .500 record.  We got knocked out 
of the tournament in an embarrassing early-round blowout to a team we had beaten 
6-0 the year before.  When I announced at our team banquet that our program’s goal 
remained to win the State Championship, there were more than a few rolled eyeballs 
(some by my own assistant coaches).  The truth of the matter is that another season 
like that one probably would have cut short my career as a head coach.

The next season started off just as poorly.  We lost three of our first five games.  
The first loss was an embarrassment that we gave away after outplaying our oppo-
nent.  We were dominated in our second loss.  We gave everything we could in our 
third loss (in overtime).  I could live with that one, and I don’t think it’s any coinci-
dence that that game turned our season around.  The boys began to realize that how 
they played the game mattered far more than the results.

A couple weeks later, we found ourselves behind 4-0 in the first half to the 
defending State Champions.  The other team was laughing and having a grand time.  
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But we didn’t quit.  And in the second half we cut the lead to 4-3 before being forced 
to accept loss number four.  We didn’t lose again the rest of the regular season.

We won our first tournament game easily.  Our second tourney game saw us 
come from behind in the second half to defeat the team that had beaten us in over-
time.  Game number three saw us behind with under ten minutes to play.  A miracu-
lous goal tied the game.  A penalty kick with less than a minute to play won us our 
first District Championship.  Our next game—in the state’s sweet sixteen—put us 
against the defending State Champs.  Again we fell behind.  Again we came back.  
Again we won in the second half.  We fell behind in our next game, too, only to 
come back and win the Regional Championship in overtime!  We were in the State 
Final Four.

Just when I thought we might win the 2000 State Championship, the wheels 
came off.  We got pounded in the State Semi-Finals, 4-0, by a team from Columbus.  
That loss was tough to take, particularly after reading their comments about us in the 
next day’s papers.  Our team was even better in 2001 and made it back to the final 8 
in Ohio before losing  to the eventual State Champions, Springfield Catholic Central.

We returned a lot for 2002, but so did Springfield Catholic.  We were ranked #1 
(us) and #2 (them) in the state when we met in a Regional Final rematch.  We won 
2-1.  I couldn’t have been more excited.  But our next foe was our Columbus nem-
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esis from the 2000 State Semis.  I read their media comments from that game back 
to our team.  No more motivation was needed.  But I thought we were done when 
we fell behind 2-1 in the second half (we had never been losing all season).  We tied 
the game at 2.  I knew we were done when we fell behind 3-2.  We tied it up again at 
three.  When all was said and done, we won the thriller 5-4.  

Friday, November 8th, 2002 found us in the State Championship game.  A com-
bination of fatigue, a huge field, and a very strong opponent found us on our heels 
for the first time of the year.  We couldn’t score, but neither could our opponents.  
We went to a penalty kick shootout.  By the grace of God, we won 5-4.  We ended 
the season 23-0-0—the first undefeated-untied boys soccer team in Ohio since 1993.  
More importantly, we had won the State Championship!

We lost a lot heading into 2003, but the returning seniors were a special group.  
More than any boys I have ever coached, these boys believed in me and my philoso-
phies.  Throughout the season, they would remind me of instructions from this book.  
We had some bumps along the road, tying a couple games (we pulled out one in the 
final minute).  We had to win one early tournament game in overtime.  We had to 
come from behind in the Regional Finals.  The State Semi-Finals saw us fall behind 
again to our old foe from Columbus.  But as we had the year before, we came back 
to win...this time 3-2.  And on Friday, November 7th, 2003 we won another State 
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Championship!  Our 46-game unbeaten streak set a record for boys soccer in Ohio.
The 2004 team was not nearly as talented as its immediate predecessors.  We 

battled and competed well to earn an 8-4-4 regular season record.  In the tournament, 
we scratched and clawed our way to another District Title, winning the champion-
ship game in another shootout.  The boys truly believed they could win another State 
Championship, and we played our next game into two overtimes...before losing in 
sudden death.  Seeing that ball hit our net brought indescribable shock and disap-
pointment.  But the way our boys responded to the loss brought me nothing but 
pride.  They didn’t point fingers.  They didn’t make excuses.  They didn’t carry on 
with histrionics.  They congratulated their opponents and wished them well (ul-
timately they lost 1-0 in the State Finals).  Then, our boys hugged each other and 
made it known how much they cared about being teammates together.  A coaching 
colleague of mine always says at the end of a season: “Don’t be sad that it’s over.  
Be happy that it happened.”  This team embodied that quote.  I couldn’t have been 
more proud.

You’re not always going to win.  And you may never win that final game.  But 
that’s not what matters in the end.  What matters is how you act and react to the 
situations that confront you both in athletics and in life.  What matters is that you 
conduct yourself like a champion.
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This book is newly dedicated to all those boys and coaches of the Madeira Mus-
tangs boys soccer team who have brought pride to our program by conducting them-
selves as champions...on and off the field.  It is my hope that our future teams will 
again be raising State Championship trophies in Columbus, but my bigger dream is 
that the players I’m associated with will help build champions of their own as they 
move on in the world.

December 5th, 2004 
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If I have learned one valuable lesson in athletics and in life, it is that we have far 
greater control over our destinies than we can possibly perceive or imagine.  The 
power of faith and desire is enormous and can overcome the most daunting of ob-
stacles.  I wish you all the best in your pursuit of whatever championships you might 
seek, and I hope your dreams come true.  But should your endeavor fall short of your 
dreams, I hope you will have the wisdom to realize that any time you have poured 
your entire heart into something and truly given your best, by all rights you are a 
champion—just as surely as if you wear the gold medal or raise the winner’s trophy.

I would enjoy learning about your future successes.  And if you have any ad-
ditions for the Champion Athlete’s Handbook, I would be most appreciative if you 
would pass them along to me for future editions.  Godspeed to you.

Sincerely,
Jon Unger
junger1@gmail.com
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Jon Unger graduated from Harvard College in 1992.  Upon graduating from Harvard 
Law School in 1995, he became a teacher and coach at Madeira High School in Cin-
cinnati, Ohio.  As head boys varsity soccer coach, Unger’s soccer program has been 
among Ohio’s best over the past decade, culminating with State Championships in 
2002 and 2003...Ohio’s only back-to-back undefeated seasons in its history of boys 
soccer.  As proud as he is of his team’s success, Unger takes greater pride in how his 
players have conducted themselves on the field and have developed as all-around 
citizens.  He is married to Melissa, also a teacher, and they have recently had the 
blessing of a son, William.  Unger has hopes that some day William will model the 
lessons of this book.
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