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Place-kicker with a ponytail
Montana Paley kicks for second season on varsity football team

by Alex Ruppenthal
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Mid-conversation, Montana Paley's eyes widen as a whistle shrieks and a coach
yells, "Field goals! Extra points!" In a hurry, she puts on her helmet and takes off
from the sideline. She sprints across the field, grabs her tee and sprints again to
the huddle.

Paley is the starting place-kicker for the Glenbrook North football team.

She's good.

Since joining the varsity team last season, she's made 36 of 39 extra points, or
92 percent. That's "well above average" for a high school kicker, said Mike
Standerski, the Spartans' special teams coordinator.

Paley's hair is blond and straight. Held in a ponytail, it hangs from the bottom of
her helmet, reaching the base of the number on the back of her practice jersey.

***

Ten years ago, Standerski was against the idea of a female football player.

He wasn't as open-minded then as he is now. He was concerned that a girl
might get hurt, even as a kicker, a position that normally avoids contact but
occasionally has to attempt a tackle on a kickoff or blocked field goal.

But he hadn't seen Sarah Stockslager kick.

Stockslager kicked extra points for Glenbrook North in 2002, making 32 of 36.

Standerski remembers the wet spring day when current GBN head coach Bob
Pieper, who had noticed Stockslager's strong leg during soccer practice and
asked her to try field goal kicking, persuaded him to watch her kick.

The grass was high. Stockslager boomed her first kick through the uprights.
Standerski kept watching.

"I was kind of converted on that rainy, crappy spring day," Standerski said.

Now, a decade later, there are pictures of Paley hanging in his 11-year-old
daughter's bedroom.

Faith Standerski, a fifth-grader, kicks field goals once or twice a week at the park
near her family's house. She also visits practice now and then to watch Paley
kick and hang out with her.
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Last Halloween, Faith dressed up like Paley. She wore black pants, high black
socks and a green Glenbrook North jersey. And she straightened her naturally
curly hair.

She's also written a school paper about Paley, her "hero."

"What I wrote on the paper was, she's my hero because she inspires me to keep
dreaming that I can be a kicker," Faith said.

***

When his daughter's future hero showed up for the first day of summer camp
before her freshman year, it wasn't as big a deal for Standerski, or for the other
Glenbrook North coaches. Stockslager had proven that a girl could boot a
football through the goalposts — and do it consistently.

But Paley was terrified.

She made the long walk, maybe 300 yards, from the parking lot to the practice
field with her friend Cody Bolan, whom she begged to go to practice with her.
Bolan was the only player she knew on the team.

"So we walked out to the field. I put my bag down, I turn around, he's gone,"
Paley said. "So I'm just standing there by myself."

Naturally, the other team members were staring at the one with a ponytail,
standing alone. The coaches then split up the players into different positions.

"I just stood there," she said. "I said, 'I'm kicking. Where do I go?'"

They put her with the wide receivers, including the older ones. She was
mortified she would drop a pass.

"But I was fine," she said "I can catch."

Paley, now a senior, started playing flag football in fourth grade, two years after
starting to play travel soccer.

She plays the latter sport for GBN and FC United, a traveling team featuring
many of the North Shore's best young players. Next year, she'll play soccer at
Colorado College.

She's a soccer player first, but Paley has always liked football. She grew up
watching it on TV and going to GBN games with her dad.

So one summer day before his daughter's freshman year, Jeff Paley drove her to
the football field to kick field goals, just to give it a try.

"It turned out better than I think we all thought," said Montana, who wears men's
Size 8 cleats while kicking.

She wasn't sure she wanted to join the football team, but her dad came home
one day and told her she was signed up.

She could have said no, but she decided to give it a try. She's always enjoyed a
challenge, Jeff said, and she's always been competitive.
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Before and during her freshman season, Montana participated in all the drills
with the rest of the players. In the shuttle run, a drill that involves sprinting back
and forth between markers, she had one of the fastest times, Jeff said.

She also learned how to tackle. During her freshman year, she kicked off in
addition to kicking field goals and extra points.

"Positioning. Wrapping up. Getting in front of them," Montana said. "I only had to
make two tackles my freshman year. The first one I don't think even counts as a
tackle. I got trucked over and I just pulled the guy down with me. !

"But I'm not fragile. It doesn't scare me. I just wasn't expecting them to get
through."

On the other tackle, she knocked a guy out of bounds.

If it were up to Paley, she'd still be kicking off. But her coaches and parents
decided it was too dangerous — although coaches discussed the idea of her
kicking and then running to the sideline — and too big of a risk to her soccer
career, so she stopped after her freshman season.

Paley said the Spartans are still searching for someone to kick off this season.

"OK, [what if] I break my arm?" she said. "I don't use my hands in soccer. It
doesn't matter."

"She'd probably be pretty good at it," Pieper said. "I'm just not going to put her in
that situation."

***

Jeremy Kahen is 6-foot-8, 315 pounds and sweaty. The Spartans' starting right
tackle has become close friends with Paley. They work together helping
students as part of a freshmen mentoring program.

And when Kahen, also a senior, needs his shoulder pads adjusted, Paley does
it.

"I stick my hands all the way up into his sweaty pads, fix them," she said. "I don't notice [the smell] anymore. Either I don't
notice it anymore or I don't care. Some of the guys wouldn't even touch him."

Kahen watches out for Paley, too. He walks directly behind her when the two teams shake hands after games to make sure
none of the opposing players touches his friend inappropriately.

That's happened two or three times, Paley said, but she's felt more than accepted by opposing players and her teammates.
Many of them have become close friends, a big reason she's glad she kept playing football.

No, she doesn't share the locker room with the boys; she changes in her own room. But other than that, Kahen said, "she's
one of the guys."

Paley has always hung out with boys, back to the days when she played touch football during recess.

"She gets along with them, but I think if she wasn't any good, it would be different," Jeff Paley said. "But she does what's
expected of her. And I think when you can do that, you're just another teammate."

To Standerski, Montana Paley is a stress-reliever. High school teams rarely have an abundance of kickers to choose from.



"We've had kickers in the past, you trot 'em out there and you cross your fingers and you hope they do it," Standerski said.
"But if we get a good snap and the ball down, she's going to make the kick."

When something does go wrong, like a missed block, and it affects the kick, Paley lets her teammates know it.

"You can tell when she's upset," Standerski said. "She's pissed. She wants to win. She wants to make every kick."

***

Spot the ponytail, and it's easy to label Paley as "the girl on the football team." Like her teammates, she wears her jersey
around school on game days, and she's often confused as a player's friend or girlfriend.

Sitting in the stands during games, her parents are often asked which player is their son.

"Well, my son's my daughter," Jeff Paley answers.

And the way his daughter kicks, that doesn't matter.

"Her sophomore coach [once] said, 'Hey, she's a weapon for us,'" he said. "I mean, she hit a 37-yard field goal as a
sophomore. Who's going to complain about that?"


