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CHAPTER TWO

Caitlin Clark’s journey from being a multisport athlete to focus-
ing solely on basketball took place during her high school years.
Before high school she had participated in numerous sports.
Once she started high school, she decided to concentrate on
two sports: soccer and basketball.

She excelled in soccer as a striker, a position that show-
cased her athleticism and drive. She was often the leading scor-
er at the high school games. She even collected All-State hon-
ors during her first two years on her high school soccer team.

However, basketball was where she truly shone. By her
sophomore year, mostly playing point guard, she knew that
her future lay in basketball. She decided to concentrate all her
efforts on the sport—a decision driven by her natural talent
and her ability to dominate on the court.

Major High School Baskethall Achievement
Clark’s high school years at Dowling Catholic transformed her as
a player. While there, she pushed herself to improve her level of
play and skills. In fact, her skills were so advanced that, accord-
ing to her high school coach Kristin Meyer, at times she would
get impatient when teammates could not keep up. For instance,
if a teammate missed her pass or a planned play fell apart, Clark
would sometimes show frustration. She might throw her arms
in the air or shout out, and this would make the team nervous,
Meyer recalls.




Meyer worked with Clark to help her become more aware of
her own behavior and learn how to redirect her frustration or en-
ergy into more positive action. One way she did this was to show
Clark film after the games so she could see how her body lan-
guage affected her teammates. This helped Clark learn to man-
age her visible emotions in order to be a better team player.

With Meyer’s guidance, Clark grew as a player and forged
bonds with her teammates, leading to their team rising to higher
levels. Although Dowling Catholic was not traditionally known as
a women’s basketball powerhouse, Clark’s arrival and play level
helped raise the school’s profile in the sport. During Clark’s years
at Dowling Catholic, the team consistently performed well. They
reached the Class 5A (the region and division in her state) state
tournament her first three years and advanced to the state semifi-
nals in her sophomore year. The team had a winning record each
year she played.

As a player, Clark collected an impressive list of accomplish-
ments. One of her achievements as a freshman was that she
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to redirect her on-court frustrations into
more positive action. With guidance,
Clark grew as a player and forged
strong bonds with her teammates.
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earned Class 5A All-State third-team accolades from the lowa
Newspaper Association. Then in her sophomore year, she was
named to the first-team Class 5A All-State by the lowa Print Sports
Writers Association and the Central lowa Metro League Player of
the Year by the Des Moines Register. These awards were just one
in a series of honors that highlighted her skill and dedication. She
was named Gatorade lowa Player of the Year twice, an award that
recognizes athletic excellence and academic achievement.
Clark’s work on the court was unparalleled. Among her many
memorable performances, a game during her junior year stands
out: she scored 60 points in one game. The team won against
Mason City High School, 90-78, with Clark making 13 three-
point shots, a state record. “I’'ve seen her get hot before,” said
Meyer at the time, “but this is just something that’s next level.”®

Not Inmune to Ghallenges
Clark was used to winning, but like any athlete, she experienced
disappointment. One of the lessons of her teen years was learn-
ing how to deal with life’s challenges.

An opportunity for learning that lesson arose during her soph-
omore year. In 2018 Clark and her father flew to Colorado for the
US U-17 World Cup squad try-outs. This team represented the
United States in the Under-17 Women’s Basketball World Cup,
an international basketball competition organized by Fédéra-
tion Internationale de Basketball (FIBA). A year earlier Clark had
made the US U-16 World Cup team, so she figured she would
make it again.

But that is not how it played out. She was cut from the twelve-
player roster. It was a harsh blow for Clark. “I got the phone call,”
her father says. “She was crying and just said, ‘I got cut.” And it
wasn’t even the last cut, it was the second-to-last cut!”'® He met
her at the site of the try-outs and let her cry for five minutes. Then
Clark’s father told her that she needed to now use that disap-
pointment for motivation. As they flew home to lowa, that is what
she decided to do.
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In 2018, Clark tried out for the
USA U-17 World Cup squad
but did not make the cut. Her
father helped her direct her
overwhelming disappointment
into working harder and
improving her game.

Recognize How to Improve

Clark put her energy into working harder and improving her game.

Even at 6 feet (183 cm) tall, she sometimes had difficulty getting

to the rim for a shot when it was defended by taller players. Dick-

son Jensen, her All lowa Attack coach, helped Clark realize that

she needed to improve her pull-up jump shot, a shot that involves

the player, often dribbling toward the basket, suddenly stopping

and shooting the ball while jumping in place.

This creates space between the shooter and “That was about the time

defender. Every day, Clark took hundreds that she developed her

upon hundreds of shots—some closer and  EAISREESSIEL LR

some farther from the basket. “That was much, much EHES.

about the time that she developed her step-

back,” Jensen says. “She became a much, —Dickson Jensen, Clark’s former
coach for the All lowa Attack

much better shooter and a deep shooter.”"

and a deep shooter.”"
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“A lot of the losses in my

career have really fueled The improvements to her game were
me to be who | am today.”? . . . .

evident, particularly in the pull-up jump shot.
—Caitlin Clark That shot allowed her to navigate past de-

fenders with greater ease and to score. With
Clark, every defeat or stumble pushed her to be better. “A lot of
the losses in my career have really fueled me to be who | am to-
day. . .. I'm not sure if | don’t have that loss, are we as good?”'2
All that extra work paid off. The year after she was cut from the
US U-17 World Cup team, she and her All lowa Attack teammates
won the 2018 Nike Girls Elite Youth Basketball League national
championship. Clark scored 23 points in a 64-61 final, clinching a
victory against California Storm (better known as Cal Storm).

Gonstant Work

Clark identified other weaknesses in her game and devoted herself
to improving those areas as well. For instance, she knew she need-
ed strength and endurance to compete at the highest levels. While
in high school she developed and maintained an intense training
regimen that focused on cardio and strength training. She also took
up yoga, with the aim of increasing flexibility and preventing injuries.

Refining her basketball skills was a priority year round. In addi-
tion to team practices, she worked on her shooting and dribbling
skills on her own. Sometimes she found other people to practice
with her, including her brothers and her dad. She also played with
Dowling’s all-male basketball scout team, which was a practice
team used to help the varsity players prepare for games. ‘| re-
member specifically | had to guard her,” says scout team player
Andrew Lentsch. “It was not a lot of fun . . . because you’re al-
ways worried about either her making a play or even getting em-
barrassed by her a couple times. | remember one of the first plays
of the first practices, she hit a three from deep right in my face.”*®

Mental focus is another cornerstone of Clark’s game. She
worked on increasing her focus all through high school. Clark
taught herself to stay mentally sharp and motivated no matter
what occurred during a game. For instance, she learned to deal
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with hecklers. As a high-scoring player, she was sometimes heck-
led by the opposing team and their fans. During one game, she
recalls, the student section of the opposing team erupted with
chants of “OVER-RATED” every time Clark ran down the court.
Instead of dampening Clark’s spirit, the chants gave her incentive
to play even harder. “l kind of let it roll over,” Clark said at the time.
“Sometimes, you use it for your own motivation.”'* By the time
the game ended, Clark had scored 42 points.

She also learned to recognize and appreciate a well-played
game, even when it ended in a loss for her team. During her junior
year, the Dowling Catholic team faced a heart-wrenching semi-
final loss in the lowa Class 5A state tournament. In that game,
Dowling Catholic competed against Southeast Polk High School,
a formidable opponent. Despite Clark’s 31 points and the team’s
best efforts, Southeast Polk beat Dowling Catholic 72-61. Clark
had poured herself into the season, making this defeat especially
hard. Still, she searched for the positive, remarking, “It came down
to the end. We made some mistakes. But overall, we played really
well, and I’'m proud of how we played.”'®

Trash Talk

Trash talking—the act of taunting and insulting opponents on the court or
field of play—is common in basketball and other sports. The point of those
snide remarks is to distract players from their game, mess with their heads,
and disrupt their performance. Some athletes consider trash talking a le-
gitimate tactic. Others view it as poor sportsmanship. Caitlin Clark is not
known for being a trash talker, but she learned to respond in-kind while still
in high school. When goaded by other players, she would go right back at

them. “Just a little bit. She doesn’t do it very often,” says former high school
teammate Josie Filer. “But if you get her going, she’ll bark back for sure.”
More often, however, Clark would get into the heads of her opponents,
not with words, but with her step-back three-pointers, ankle-breaking
crossovers, and other moves on the court. “She brought someone to tears
one time on the court just by what she was doing, not even what she was
saying,” Ella McVey, another former high school teammate, recalls.

Quoted in Grace Raymor, “lowa’s Caitlin Clark and the Stories Only Those Who’ve Known Her Forever
Can Tell,” The Athletic, March 31, 2023. https://theathletic.com.
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IMPORTANT EVENTS INTHE
LIFE OF CAITLIN CLARK*®

2002

Caitlin Clark is born on January 22 in West Des Moines, lowa.

2014
Clark joins the highly competitive girls’ All lowa Attack bas-
ketball program.

2018
Clark and her All lowa Attack teammates win the 2018 Nike
Girls Elite Youth Basketball League national championship.

2019

In July, Clark and the US U-19 team win the gold at the
2019 FIBA U-19 Women'’s Basketball World Cup in Bang-
kok, Thailand. In November, Clark officially commits to play
college basketball for the University of lowa, choosing the
Hawkeyes over several top programs.

2020

On November 25, Caitlin Clark plays in her first game with
the lowa Hawkeyes, scoring 27 points, with a win over the
University of Northern lowa.

2021

Clark is named Big Ten Freshman of the Year and earns
first-team All-American honors after a record-setting fresh-
man season.

2022

Clark becomes the first Division | women’s basketball player
to lead the nation in both points and assists in a season.
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