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Interview with Coach Mark Karen of North Gwinnett, the 2009 State Champions for 5A
1. When did you first start thinking about having a shot at winning the team state title in cross country? 
Having a shot?  Interesting question.  It was a goal of ours on June 1 but not sure how realistic it would be with Collins Hill returning 4 from the top 14 at state from 2008.  I guess after Memphis during Labor Day weekend is when we knew we were in the mix.

2. What made this group different from other groups you’ve coached? 
The core group is my group that has been with us since their freshmen year with a few girls making up the rest of our top 7.  This year, I added 2 coaches…Ann Tindol and Evan Wimpey and they have had a big role in our success.  The 4 coaches have all had duties that have been pivotal in our success at the varsity and JV level.  We also had a first-year runner, sophomore Jordan Humphrey fill in a big void for us on the varsity.  She broke through at the Stage Races and has been in our top 4 all season long.
3. Any members of previous teams that provided good leadership that carried over to this team? 
We had 5 captains this year, 4 juniors and one 4-year senior runner and we did not have captains the year before.  With 50+ girls on the team, we needed leaders that provided different roles and it worked out well.
4. What was the most difficult part of the season? What was the highlight prior to State? 
The most difficult part of the season was dealing with the weather and not running times that we might have expected to as a result.  Also, giving the girls a more structured first mile in races and have them trust that structure…but they bought in quickly after seeing the success we had with it.  The highlight prior to state was probably winning the varsity and JV region championships.  We had a team goal to win both at the end and to see it happen was great for all of our runners.
5. Describe the race. Did you feel like the team got a good start? Was there a particular part that made you nervous? How did you feel as you saw the runners coming in? 
We had a structured first mile where they had to hit a certain time (don’t want to give away too many details).  Well, we were faster than we were suppose to be before we hit the first mile but got to the mile almost at that time….off by a few seconds but we were satisfied.  I was VERY nervous because at the mile, there were 2 teams with their entire top 5 in front of our 1 and one team with their top 4 in front of our 1.  However, we just had to trust that our “system” we put in place all year would work and as they were coming in the chute, it was still hard to tell but I was very pleased with how we raced, regardless of the outcome.  Those girls ran very, very well in those last 2 miles to pass so many others…I was very proud when I saw them in the chute.
6. Describe the aftermath of the race (pictures, getting the trophy at the awards ceremony, etc) 
Overwhelming and exciting.  I still have not had all of my feelings pour out and they are ready to come out soon.  I am an emotional coach and I was teary-eyed to see those girls celebrate.  The pictures and awards ceremony were great.  I told the girls to enjoy every bit of it because you never know when this opportunity will come again.  We still have a lot of celebrating to go in the next few weeks.
