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team spotlight
David Aktary has always loved a chal-

lenge, almost as much as he has loved la-
crosse. Whether it was vying to start high 
school and college programs as a player or 
showing great perseverance after a career 
ending injury to become a coach, Aktary has 
loved every minute of it.

In 2008, Aktary faced two new challeng-
es, the first of which was finishing graduate 
school at Duke University, where lacrosse 
was the furthest thing from his mind. The 
second challenge came after a move to the 
west coast for work after graduation, where 
Aktary would get a chance to rebuild a strug-
gling lacrosse program.

Aktary moved out west to Los Angeles, 
California, which is quite a change for the 
Michigan-native. He moved out there for 
consultant work, his specialty. While there, he 
decided he was not done with lacrosse yet, so 
he sent out e-mails to all of the West Coast 
Lacrosse League’s captains and coaches of-
fering his interest in coaching, but his break 
would come from somewhere else: his girl-
friend. “I was talking to my girlfriend, who 
goes the University of Southern California 
and she mentioned that they had a lacrosse 
team there,” Aktary said in a phone interview. 
“I thought I should follow up and I got a call 
from their captains.”

After talking with the Trojan captains, Ak-
tary’s excitement level continued to grow. He 
then had an interview of sorts in a face to 
face meeting with the captains 
and team president, 
where Ak-

tary had to convince them he could get the 
struggling Trojan program back on track. His 
philosophy and attitude was good enough for 
them and Aktary was named the new head 
coach over the summer.

So what did Aktary say that clinched the 
job for him? He delved into his coaching phi-
losophy among other things and that alone 
speaks volumes.

“I characterize it as fair and balanced,” 
said Aktary, which he also stated in his inter-
view with the captains. “I lay out my expecta-
tions up front. I let everyone know where the 
bar is and I hold them to it. I don’t play favor-
ites. I just try to hold them to a steady course. 
We have a long way to go to be a number one 
or a number two seed in the [MCLA Champi-
onship] tournament but that is our goal. We 
have to set the bar high.”

Setting the bar higher than the 
Trojans program has ever 
gotten before 
cer-

tainly provides insight to the work ethic of Ak-
tary. It is also part of the reason he was able 
to win over the captains and team leaders to 
become the head coach.

“Coach Aktary provides a new, focused 
approach to this program,” said senior mid-
fielder Corey Janoff. “He has a lot of experi-
ence building lacrosse programs, so I feel he 
will be able to turn USC into a very competitive 
program over the next few years. He started 
his high school team, his college club team as 
well as coached at multiple levels.”

Janoff is referring to Aktary’s Michigan 
days. He did in fact start the lacrosse pro-
grams at East Lansing High School as well as 
the club program at Michigan State University. 
He later played and coached at the University 
of Michigan-Dearborn (UM-D). Sadly, Aktary 
was forced to quit playing after rupturing a 
disc in his back, so he turned his focus to 
coaching.

Aktary now finds himself at the head of 
a team at a crossroads and he is willing to do 
everything possible to make sure they go in 
the right direction from here. He will attempt 
to do so through some guidance and a lot of 
hard work, because it only gets harder from 
here.  Being a Michigan native also means 
he is in the backyard of Michigan Wolverine’s 
head coach and MCLA President John Paul. 
Paul, fresh off of his undefeated season and 
MCLA title, provided Aktary with guidance and 
advice wherever he could, something Aktary 
appreciated. “I still talk to JP,” said Aktary. “He 
actually donated helmets to UM-D. He gave 
me guidance once I got out here 
and always helped me 
when I was in 

“I lay out my expectations up 
front. I let everyone know 
where the bar is and I hold 
them to it.”

--Head Coach David Aktary
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team. Still, in the end, the goal is the same: 
get better.

“Team goals have not been solidified this 
year,” stated Dunham. “We want to come to-
gether and rebuild with our new coach. Aktary 
has big plans for the program and so do we. 
We want to be competitive for a change and 
make the move to the SLC. That means fund-
raising, winning games, and expanding the 
program towards a virtual varsity.”

In terms of a more short term goal, Dun-
ham offered “[This year] we want to come out 
in the top three of the conference so we can 
go to the tournament.”

All of the team goals are a moot point 
though if Aktary and Phelan struggle to get 
the team’s support in their message, which 
is what Phelan thinks is the most important 
factor in the team’s formation into a playoff 
team.

“We are going to need dedication from 
all parts and the players buying into what we 
are saying,” said Phelan. “They need to take 
(the team) where we want to take it and be-
lieve in us.”

That is certainly the goal for any new 
coaching staff and Aktary offered a way to 

achieve it.
“With consistency and patience,” said Ak-

tary. “It took a long time for the existing culture 
to take shape, so it will take a long time for us 
to reform it. We will succeed in doing so by 
setting challenging but realistic goals, main-
taining accountability, and reforming attitudes 
of some individuals.”

That discussion brought up a topic with 
both coaches that is recognized to be a seri-
ous challenge with any club team. It seems 

that some players are not as committed to 
the team simply because it is a club team and 
they perhaps do not feel the level of dedica-
tion the coach’s want, which is dangerous to 
any team to say the least.

“It is different from an NCAA program,” 
said Phelan. “In the NCAA you are almost 
forced to be there but with a club team you 
choose to be there and join up.”

Aktary says that this problem is not spe-
cific to USC but MCLA teams all over the 
country, and one that demands the staff’s 
fullest attention.

“Some players feel that since it’s ‘only 
club’ and they’re paying to participate, that 
they can skip practice or not go out for Fall 
Ball - which has direct and dire consequences 
in the Spring,” said Aktary. “These are atti-
tudes that will change with time as existing 
players learn that the leadership of the team 
(coaches and captains) consider lacrosse to 
be a year-round commitment. Those that take 
it seriously will benefit, excel, and as a result, 
play; those that don’t will have to get in line or 
leave the program.”

Aktary believes that if the Trojans have 
a mindset like this that it will have a trickle-
down effect on all of the incoming and young 
players.

“Once the entire team has gotten that 
message, future incoming freshmen will be 
assimilated into a culture of hard work and 
success and will therefore perpetuate that 
ethic,” said the articulate head coach. “The 

turn-around process will be a long one, but 
we have started it and many on the team are 
already buying into it... we just have to be con-
sistent and patient. It will happen.”

Turning the Trojans program around will 
be no easy task, but for a guy who has started 
new programs, was tutored under John Paul, 
has a large talent pool of players and earned 
a Master’s Degree from Duke University, it is 
a manageable task.  

 #19 David Krumwiede assists #40 
Luke Whiteside  with poke check drill.

#40 Luke Whiteside during a footwork drill.
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