The extra mile, the winning effort

A rookie high school coach builds a girls track team from absolutely nothing at

Steinmetz--and the success is beyond measure
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The coach roamed the sidelines, watching his girls’ hurdle and sprint, his pockets bulging with lip-gloss tubes and jewelry handed to him before practice.

"You have to go beyond yourself," he told the team. "You have to be the one willing to push yourself faster."

Abel Pereyra, girls track coach at Steinmetz Academic Centre on Chicago's 

Northwest Side, taught these teenagers how to compete. He put them in pairs of donated sneakers and trained them in the school's hallways and on a track littered with broken glass.

Three years ago, Steinmetz didn't have a girls’ track team. But then, Steinmetz didn't have Coach P., a commodities broker turned teacher who took a group of girls who had never run before and told them they could succeed.

"Winning really isn't the point," Pereyra said.

But the Steinmetz girls are winning, and on Saturday the school will send a dozen runners to the Chicago Public High Schools City Championships.

While Steinmetz doesn't boast a powerhouse team like Morgan Park or Whitney 

Young, reaching the City Championships is a victory in itself for the girls, who discovered talents and found a confidence that comes with competition.

Pereyra, 42, quit the Chicago Board of Trade to become a public school teacher three years ago, hoping to find fulfillment. Shortly after he arrived at Steinmetz, someone heard that he had run a 4:30 mile in high school and suggested he take over as the girls track coach.

The "team" had one only girl, and she ran with the boys.

Pereyra, who teaches biology, knew nothing about field events; he had been a distance runner. He reluctantly took the job and spent weekends reading books, watching coaching tapes, scrambling to learn about the discus and high jump.

He recruited potential runners from his classes, put up fliers and stopped girls in the hallway. He took anyone who wanted to run.

With no indoor track, the girls trained in the winter on the hallways' unforgiving linoleum floors, careful to avoid a cleaning woman who occasionally pushed a huge trashcan and industrial mop in their way.

They ran in Keds and street shoes. Half the team suffered with shin splints before Pereyra started buying them running shoes. Frustrated by the expense, Pereyra's wife suggested he ask his friends to donate their old running shoes.

An e-mail went out; shoes came in. Every morning another pair appeared on his doorstep. Pereyra took the shoes to school and told the girls to find a pair that fit.

When the weather warmed, practices moved to a 440-yard dirt loop where grass and dandelions grew in the outside lanes.

"Ready," Pereyra yelled. The girls crouched. "Set." They rose off their knees, training their eyes on the track. "Go!"

The girls sprung forward, feet pounding, fists pumping.

"Full speed!" Pereyra bellowed in their wake.

Coach learns too

Pereyra programmed parents' phone numbers into his cell phone.

When failing grades disqualified several runners last season, he canceled Friday practices and instituted a mandatory study hall.

The team grew from 1 to 12 to 20 to 40, and Pereyra discovered talent.

Arthesha Perry, 16, a junior, became a high jumper when, on her first try, she sailed over the bar a foot higher than the team's best.

As the girls became runners, Pereyra learned to coach. He learned which girl would respond to a push and who needed a gentle word.

Lanester Robinson recalled being so nervous that the coach ran a 1,600-meter race alongside her.

"This is a very special coach," said Robinson's mother, Toska, 39. "He just takes time with them, lets them know that he believes in them."

As the girls improved, they began running with an eye toward city sectionals, a high point because it determines who advances to the City Championships.

To qualify, the girls had to place in the top four in track events and the top six in field events. Many from Steinmetz thought they had a chance.

Day of the races

On a blustery and overcast day last week, the girls psyched themselves up and 

looked past the intimidating team from Lane Tech.

Steinmetz runners took second in the 3,200-meter relay, second in the 400-meter 

relay, second in the 800-meter relay, fourth in the 200-meter dash and third in 

the high jump.

But for every girl who qualified, another fell short.

Niane Serrano, the girl who used to run with the boys team, pulled a calf muscle 

and had to be carried off the field.

Tawanda Rogers, one of the best triple jumpers in the city, landed 4 feet 

shorter than her top jump, then sat in the stands and sobbed.

Pereyra consoled the girls. All but one senior on the team could come back next 

year.

But over the course of the season, the girls had become confident. They expected 

to win.

By the last race, the team for the 1,600-meter relay had fallen apart. One 

runner felt nauseated. Another had pulled a muscle.

But as the stadium lights blinked on, another group huddled on the infield.

They knew they were among the fastest girls there. They volunteered to run.

An injured runner threw her track spikes to Jillonda Edwards, who quickly laced 

them up.

"This race is ours," Edwards said.

Moment of truth

An official aimed a starter's pistol into the air and fired. Lanester Robinson shot out of the blocks, the first runner in a four-girl relay, fighting for second with a girl from Harper.

Ishante Norris, a thin sprinter in pigtails, grabbed the baton next and held second until suddenly, in the second turn, another runner bumped her. The baton fell from her hand.

The Harper runner shot ahead. Norris recovered and handed the baton to Edwards, who threw her head back and blasted down the track full speed.

Whitney Washington, the anchor, began her sprint, dropped her hand back and felt the smack of the baton. A perfect handoff. She accelerated into a long-legged sprint and pulled away from the other runners.

Around the last turn, she could see the runners finishing ahead of her, first Lane Tech, then Mather.  The crowd erupted.

Washington finished third. She doubled over at the waist, hands on knees, gasping for breath, then looked up at her team, cheering in the stands.

They were going to the City Championships.
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