By Laurie White

Throughout my years in school, I
never liked gym class. If 1 wasn’t being
hit in the head with a dodgeball, the
boys in the class would cry ‘‘yech!”
when we had to hold hands during
square dancing. Then in junior high they
separated the girls and boys, but things
didn’t improve much. The girls
whispered about each other’s developing
pubescent bodies and we had to take
cold showers in mildewing shower stalls
with no curtains.

That all changed when I lucked out
and got Dottie Kukulka as my gym
teacher in my junior vear of high school.

Being in Dottie’s class was not easy.
She demanded that students work up to
capacity, but she was right there to give
information, encouragement and sup-
port. Gym became my favorite subject
that year. I soon found myself able to
perform physical feats the likes of which
1 never imagined: *‘skinning-the-cat’ on
the uneven parallel bars, executing dif-
ficult shots on the basketball court and,
best of all, loving to feel myself in
motion. She turned a basic bookworm-
mish, anti-jock like myself into someone
who discovered the joys of physical ac-
tivity and, because of it, felt more con-
fident and alive. That type of transfor-
mation seems to be the magic that Dottie
works on many of her students:
recognizing and respecting the whole
person—and winning besides!

The story of Dottie’s success.is the

Dottie Kukulka

story of how one must struggle against
difficult odds (background, societal at-
titudes, and one’s own limits) with little
support in order to stay afloat. As North-
ern  High School girls’ basketball
coach, she has been named Coach of the
Year (Detroit Free Press, Detroit News
1980, 1981), Coach of the Year
(Michigan State Alumni, 1979, 1981),
twice nominated **National Coach of
the Year’? {National Coaches
Association), and she holds the state
record for most consecutive wins (75)
and state record for most consecutive
state titles (4).

Dottie was born in Hamtramck,
raised in a family with two first-
generation Polish parents and a younger
brother. Her family instilled her with
strong traditional values of ethnic pride,
hard work, and service to the com-
munity. She attended bilingual Polish
Catholic school until high school when
she decided that she needed a taste of the
public high school. “What a shock!”’
Dottie remembers. “‘It was like a whole
different world out there. I wasn’t at all
prepared for what I found.”’

She returned to Catholic school for
her last two years of high school, but
something had changed. *‘I had become
the school radical,”” Dottie said, ‘“‘and
I'm not sure they liked having me
around, stirring up trouble.”’

She began playing girls basketball in
eleventh grade and was promoted to
coach in twelfth grade. **The coach got
pregnant and there wasn’t anyone else to
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do it,”” according to Dottie.

After high school, her family didn’t
have the resources to send her to college,
so Dottie went to work as a secretary
with an insurance company where she
was paid $110 a month. Within a short
time she became a self-trained claims ad-
juster and was asked to train many
younger male colleagues, only to watch
them receive the promotions that were
rightly hers. Her dreams of college,
never really extinguished, were rekindled
and she began night school while con-
tinuing to work full time.

““1 needed a chance to see if I could do
it before I quit my job,” she says. ““Af-
ter five years out of school, I was a little
rusty. Besides, not a single counselor at
school had ever encouraged me to try.”*

Dottie worried at first that being older
than the majority of the other students
would be difficult, but it proved to be an
advantage in getting to know her in-
structors. Some of them impressed her
greatly, especially the women in the
physical education department. Their
strength and caring provided her with
one of her major role models.

When she and her brother graduated
from Michigan State, they were the first
ones in their family to have graduated
from college. She credits her parents
with much of her success. ‘“They are
good, simple, hardworking people who
gave us very much.”

In 1966, as a teacher in the Flint
school system, Dottie found herself
coaching the cheerleading squad. There
were no other sports for girls at the time.
To make matters worse, she knew
nothing about cheerleading and barely
managed to stay one step ahead of her
cheerleaders.

““It was hard,”” she recalls. ‘‘I thought
that there ought to be enough activities
for every one who wanted to par-
ticipate.”” So Dottic went to work in
creating more sports opportunities for
girls. Today, there are 14 sports that
girls at Northern can participate in.

This expansion, though, did not come
easy. In 1973, they decided to challenge
the Flint Board of Education to address
the inequity in the sports offerings for
women. They claimed that equal
monetary  resources, respect and
priorities were not placed on women’s
activities. It took 18 grueling months of
negotiations to partially rectify the
situation. The women coaches began to
receive equal pay (prior to that they got
paid 25 percent of what the men earned).
There are still promises that have not yet
been kept—such as the need for equal
facilities and practice time for the
women athletes.

This period was probably the most
painful of Dottie’s career. What was
harder to accept than the institutional
sexism, was the lack of support from
many of her colleagues at Northern.
““There wasn’t a day that I walked down
the hall without someone verbally
harrassing me, and often it was in front
of the students,’” Dottie remembers.

““‘Sometimes it’s like being in a well.
You move one step up, and then slide
five back down.””

Her current responsibility load is
heavy. She begins her days at 5:30 a.m.
and retires around 1:30 the next mor-
ning. In addition to coaching, she
teaches five hours of class. Dottie's type
of coaching doesn’t cease when her
players are off the court, nor does it end
with basketball season. Her concern for
her players as people leads her to serve
as informant, mentor, counselor, and
friend to them. For instance, she is
currently researching and preparing a
file of athletic scholarship possibilities
for women and helping to advise poten-
tial candidates on how to apply for
them.

She demands that her athletes strive

for academic proficiency and be
disciplined in their behavior on and off
the court. While acknowledging that it is
a lot to ask, Dottie’s willingness to at
least match the energy outlay asked
from her students gets her the results she
knows are possible.
“‘Interscholastics are a  vehicle—
especially for women—to help them
get to a spot in life where they will
be content,’’ she says. ““They can help
put women in touch with self-
motivation, learn how to compete, in
short, how to be the best they can be.
That’s what it’s all about.”

Dottie is optimistic about the future
of womens' sports. She predicts that
higher pay for women athletes, more
sophisticated coaching, techniques, bet-
ter training camps and increased paren-
tal acceptance of their female children’s
involvement in sports will all come to
pass. To some extent, it already has.

In her own life, she’d like to finish a
master’s degree that she began long ago
and aspires to someday teach on the
university level.

Dottie believes the struggle has been
worth it. *‘I know what a difference
people having faith in me has had in may
life... everyone I come in contact with
gives me something... I've received so
much from others. If I could only give
back a tiny portion of what I've
received, I'd be happy.”’

“Somebody has to be the torch-
bearer...”"






