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Mike Krzyzewski, or Coach K, is one of the most successful college basketball coaches
of all-time. What some people do not know about him, is that he is a Polish-American, evident in
his name. He was born in Chicago, Illinois to Polish-American parents on February 13, 1947. He
was raised as a Catholic and went to St. Helen's Catholic School, in the Ukrainian section of
Chicago. From there he attended Archbishop Weber High School, where he became a stellar
basketball player. He then decided to go to the United States Military Academy at West Point and
play basketball there under Bob Knight from 1966-1969, as a point guard. During his career
there, he was a three-year letterman and led the team at the 1969 National Invitational
Tournament (NIT), finishing fourth. After this he served five years in the Army, where he
attained the rank of captain.
After being discharged from active duty in 1974, Coach K coached under Bob Knight at
Indiana University before returning to his Alma Mater a year later to become the head basketball
coach. During his five year tenure at West Point, he had a 73-59 record and one NIT appearance.
On March 18, 1980 he was named the head coach at Duke University. After rebuilding the
program, he has become one of the most successful college basketball coaches in the country
with 31 NCAA Tournament berths in the past 32 years and 22 consecutive appearances from
1996 to 2017. During his time at Duke, he has earned the honor of being the only active coach
with the most wins in the NCAA Tournament, sporting a 86-25 record. During this time, he has
won 13 ACC Championships, been to 12 final fours, and won five NCAA Tournaments. He
currently has 998 college wins as a college head coach.
Coach K has also been involved with the U.S. Men's National Basketball Team since the
1980s, being an assistant for the 1984 and 1992 Olympic Gold Medal teams. He was named head

coach in 2005, winning gold at the 2008, 2012, and 2016 Olympics. In addition to these
successes, he has also been named Naismith College Coach of the Year three times, as well as
being inducted into the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame twice, once for his
individual career and once with the Dream Team, of the 1992 Olympics, for which he was an
assistant coach.
In addition to his coaching achievements, Coach K has also been heavily involved in the
community. For example, he established the Emily Krzyzewski Center in Durham, North
Carolina, which is a community center named after his mother for the disadvantaged. He has also
aided and supported his community in a plethora of other ways. Overall, Coach K is one of the
most successful college basketball coaches of all time, but also gives his time and effort to the
less fortunate.
Coach K would not have the success that he does coaching, if it were not for his Polish
heritage. After reaching out to Coach K, to ask him what impact his Polish Heritage has had on
his life, he wrote a personalized email back to me. It read:
Gabriel, I am very proud of my Polish Heritage. That is why I have never changed my
name. My father went by the name of Kross when he worked as an elevator operator in
downtown Chicago and when he was a soldier in WWII. He was concerned that he would
be discriminated against if he had the name Krzyzewski. As a result, I was adamant to
never change my name. It is amazing that people around the world know how to
pronounce and even spell my last name.
Growing up in a Polish neighborhood I learned the dignity of work. Everyone showed up
every day to do the job required. I am proud of that heritage.

From this quotation it is very clear that Coach K really does take pride in being Polish. This is
clearly seen by the fact that even in the face of discrimination, he never decided to change his
name. He was proud of it. It is truly a lesson for us all that no matter what the circumstances are,
we should be proud of where we come from. That is the sign of a true Polish-American, one who
honors their heritage and is not afraid of what other people will think of them. Coach K also
writes about the dignity of work, which he learned from growing up in his Polish neighborhood.
Discipline is a key trait of Coach K with all of his teams, as seen in this previous season, when
he did not allow the players to use the locker room or wear team apparel after a string of losses.
This discipline is rooted in his Polish Heritage, as he holds his players to higher standards than
other teams. This is a direct result of his upbringing and the work ethic of the people surrounding
him at a young age. It is truly amazing that he credits his work ethic to his heritage and the
Polish culture.
Indubitably, Coach Krzyzewski is a successful Polish-American, which he exhibits
through his prosperous basketball career and other areas of his life. However, he has one thing
that many other Polish-Americans do not have, the pride he takes in his Polish roots. He is proud
of his Polish heritage and attributes many key aspects of himself and his life to it, such as his
work ethic. Clearly, Coach K is a proud Polish-American.
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