A Beginner’s Mind: From Ball-Hating HDR to Basketball Coach
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If you become a parent to a school-age child you will discover a plethora of WhatsApp
groups. You get sucked into a new group chat for every year of primary school, plus
sub-groups for individual classes. These sub-groups split and multiply for birthday parties,
sports teams, fundraising and more. Well-meaning parents then forget they’ve established
chats and create duplicates—the WhatsApp milieu resembles a committee of committees, so
many people in charge of not very much. Maybe the sheer exhaustion of these persistent
pinging notifications, plus alerts from the primary school’s official apps and my school’s app,
wore me down. Or was it a sense of parental failure? Not only was I losing the unspoken
primary school parent popularity contest, but I had refused to even run that race, prioritising

my studies above all else.

One week, another single parent and I were lamenting our respective lack of life balance,
each asserting that we would one-hundred percent most definitely never raise our hands for
anything extracurricular. The following week I had accidentally become the coach of a new
basketball team. In one of those dreaded splinter chat groups I had volunteered in a
half-hearted way, like: Happy to help get a team going but I don 't know how to play
basketball lol. Translation: Please recognise my show of magnanimity while accepting my
incompetence. My intentions were selfish, but the only way to get my son onto a team—his

dream, not mine—was to be proactive. Mother guilt demanded an antidote to 2023, the year



that my PhD research orchestrated our lives, infiltrating weekends and weeknights. Now it is

2024 and I am Coach (I should just be grateful that I didn’t end up as team manager—ping/

ping! ping!).

As an adult, the few times I have been invited to ball games I have returned an
I-hate-ball-sports-are-you-kidding-me grimace. The invitations have ceased. As a child, |
don’t recall what baseball teams played when my father took me to Dodger or Anaheim
stadiums because I’d spend the innings hunched over a book, my nose literally grazing inked
pages. If [ went to basketball games, which I probably did, my imagination was captured by
the novel and not the players. I wonder how long it took for my teachers and parents to
realise that I was legally blind without glasses; I also wonder whether this influenced my
relationship to ball sports. All those balls flying past, or even directly at my head on the
playground, as if I was a magnet for objects in motion that I could not see. I hated baseball,
basketball, volleyball, golf—anything demanding the hand-eye coordination that felt
impossible not only because of my vision. There was also my difficulty in understanding the
way that my body, with its extra-long limbs, took up space in the world. If there was a hard
surface, [ would bump into it: I once broke a toe backstage at a dance recital when I ran into a
wall instead of the wings. Glasses raised my vision to twenty-twenty but didn’t solve my lack
of coordination. The best part about breaking my arm when I was in seventh grade was that I

was excused from physical education for six weeks.

Now on my eighth year of consecutive study, I have learned that I am capable of the
impossible. Prior to becoming a single mother at the age of thirty-six, I was a high-school
dropout who believed what certain people had said: that I was good for nothing. Finding

myself—tentatively at first—entering the halls of academia, I discovered a voice that was



small but which grew stronger and raged and bellowed, demanding space on the page. I wrote
about domestic violence, intergenerational trauma and single parenting. I wrote about mental
health challenges, neurodivergence and sexual assault. I refused to compartmentalise the
circumstances of my life as I earned my diploma, then a bachelor’s degree and honours.
Through self-told stories I found my way into a feminist creative practice which provoked
and challenged my outdated mode of thinking, in which I had imagined myself as unworthy

of taking up space. My world has since expanded in more ways than I ever knew possible.

With a roaring laugh, and in homage to this sense of expansive possibility, I accepted my new
role as coach. I commit to learning the game of basketball with the same intensity I apply to
my PhD research. I download rules and regulations from Playball, check out books from the
library and study YouTube videos, including a 25-minute explanation of backcourt violations,
which I have to watch twice to understand. My son and I moan: how will we ever explain
anything so complicated to a team of seven-year-olds? We turn to Space Jam for inspiration,
both the Michael Jordan and the LeBron James versions. My notebook fills with tips and
drills. I jot down new language, draw diagrams of the court, the positions of each player. On
the weekends my son and I run through drills: I cannot always translate into movement the
words I have written on paper. Again, YouTube helps me visualise the physicality of my
research. As we practice, | pay attention to the embodied experience of learning each skill
anew: I observe the sensation of moving from the impossible (e.g., dribbling front-to-back
between the legs) to maybe one day possible. Through practice-based research I theorise that
if a nearsighted clutz can pick up enough ball skills to pass as Coach, then any of the kids on

the team might equally grow.



For the first term we have the benefit of professional trainers on Friday nights. (Monday
mornings I lead with another parent for backup.) At our first Friday night session, I arrive
early at the courts with my son and one of his teammates. We play informally, on the
sidelines, kids against coach. A third player joins against me. I’'m surprised: they’re quicker
than I thought—focused, too. My son plays dirty: I struggle to unwrap his noodle arms from
my hips. He immobilises me while his teammates score. A couple of parents join me and the

score reverses, also unfairly.

‘Shit,” my son swears, and I shout, ‘LANGUAGE!’, making a mental note to put an X on his

rewards chart.

I’m perhaps more eager than the kids to soak up the trainers’ knowledge. This embodied
research is valuable: as I train alongside the kids I learn how to hold the ball
properly—dominant hand on top, other hand on the side—how to give the ball some backspin

on the layup. I pay attention to how strict the trainers must be to keep the kids in line.

On Monday morning, I show up early, lead the kids through drills and offer encouragement
when they’re on the verge of tears. I watch them struggle with the same drills I taught myself
a couple weeks ago and know that next week they will be better. While I don’t expect us to
win against the more experienced teams who’ve had an extra year of practice, I do expect that

each of our abilities will grow beyond what we can imagine.

I step into the unknown as writer-researcher, as much as I do as Coach. Already my
practice-based research has shifted beyond the scope of my research proposal, and this

changing landscape speaks to the way that the research itself determines the trajectory of my



PhD. While I had initially intended upon a creative-critical exploration of
journals-as-archives, the more that I read creative and critical works relevant to the use of
diaries in creative writing, the more I realised that there was no guidebook for me to follow in
terms of methodology. Informed by my growing literature review, and using my late mother’s
journals as source material, I tasked myself with various experimental provocations. I began
reading through my mother’s diaries at random, paying attention to my writerly impulse as I
staged poetic interventions including found poetry, poetic response and threaded prose.
Following these text-based experiments, I shifted for a while into the digital space as I
received commissions for an essay with a digital component plus two digital poems, each
drawing upon diaristic source materials. With each experiment, I gained knowledge through

embodied practice.

For my next experiment, a memoir titled Hermit Crab Diary, ] moderated my mother’s
2005-2007 cancer journals and my concurrent circus journals with present-day ‘Dear diary’
entries. While I have completed the first draft, it needs something more. Next I will be
crafting Joseph Cornell-type shadow boxes from the detritus of my mother’s and my personal
archives. I am eager to observe whether these themed boxes—which I am hoping will inspire
poetic response—will also lead to any breakthrough thinking with regards to my memoir.
Even as I write journal articles which ostensibly evidence my subject-matter expertise, each
time I come to the page as researcher-practitioner, I keep my mind open, approaching each

practice-based experiment with a willingness to learn, to pivot, to encounter surprise.

As PhD candidate it is my job to show up at my desk, do the writing and pick myself up or at
least ask for help when I’'m down—same as I expect my basketball players to show up for

practice and ask for help when needed. While my supervisors are there to support me, which



they do, ultimately I am in charge of my research arc and its many tangents, just as the
individual players are responsible for how much hoop time they put in. The rhythm of the
line, as much as the shot, is built through repetition. As my own best coach, I can
choose—for a time—to divert my attention from research practice to my family of two,
trusting that the research I established previously, in hyperfocus mode, will continue to
percolate in the background while I tend to the person I love most. Theoretically, I know that
giving in to not-writing or not-researching, when life intrudes, is a vital component of the
process. Historically, I know that taking breaks is important for building physical, mental and
emotional reserves; breaks give me room to miss my research, to return to it invigorated. And

yet each time I pause the research, I feel untethered.

In the time elapsed between writing and editing this essay, my health forced me to not-write.
It took all of my energy to complete basic tasks including feeding my child, getting him to
school, keeping up morale at basketball. As much as I was supporting the team and as much
headway as I’d made with my research, I had ignored the needs of my body. But in twenty
years would I care how much I achieved during my candidature, or was health and wellbeing
more important? I reflect back on a coaching workshop I took part in right before my
physical downturn, how the trainer told us, ‘In twenty years the kids will remember how their
coaches, teachers and parents made them feel, whether or not you lifted them up and
encouraged them.’” Living with chronic illness, the choice is clear. Only by being kind to
myself am I able to complete my research. In my calendar, I forced myself to block out daily
hours for self-care. I returned to a nutrition regime that my body likes but which is difficult
for me socially and emotionally. I have had to slow down, to listen to my body when it says

rest.



The hardest part about this new, gentler me who puts herself before the research is my
propensity to compare myself to the hyper-focused version of me. And yet I continue to
remind my players all the time that we can’t be on all the time, that we can’t make all the
shots, that all we have to do is consistently show up and do our best. This is where I am at
now: just showing up and doing my best, keeping in mind that there is more to be learned
from this losing streak than always being at the top of my game. Accidentally becoming
Coach reminds me to treat myself kindly and without unrealistic expectations. I will continue
my candidature with a beginner’s mind, staying open to experimentation without weight of
expectation, knowing that failure is a valid research outcome—and perhaps more interesting

than an easy win.



