DYNAMIC PRACTICES PART II
The Structure and Flow of the Practice

From the book “The Double-GOAL COACH”, by Jim Thompson

Effective practices have a structure and flow that allow players to get the most out of their time together. The following list includes activities that comprise dynamic practices:

1. Objectives and Priorities

2. Opening Ritual

3. Instruction

4. Skill Drills

5. Conditioning

6. Fun Activities

7. Scrimmaging

8. Team Meetings as Conversation

9. Adding the Life Lesson Question

10. Closing Ritual

11. Assessment

Objectives And Priorities:

Steven Covey in The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People suggests beginning with the end in mind. What do you want your players to have mastered by the end of this practice, by the next competition, by midseason, by the end of the season? For example, if you are playing a basketball team that presses full court whenever one of their players makes a basket, you will want to make sure your players have experience in handling a press.

Write down one, two, or three objectives for your practice when you first sit down to write up your plan. Keeping your priorities in mind will help you pick the best set of activities for every practice. There is never enough time to practice everything you want your athletes to learn. Write down activities in the order you want to cover them, with a time period for each. This will help you make sure the most important things get done even if you don’t get to cover everything.

2. Opening Ritual:

Start practice in a way that signals to players that they are part of a team that has its own way of doing things—its own culture. You are not the only one who may be coming from a “bad day at the office.” Some of your players may also have not had the greatest day. Maybe a test in school didn’t work out, or a disagreement with a parent or sibling is coloring a player’s mood. A distinct opening ritual can help players make the transition from whatever has been going on in their day to the new reality of practice.

Opening rituals should involve movement so that players can be active as soon as practice starts. Often they arrive from classes in which they had to sit for long periods. They want to move, so let them! You might start with a warm-up exercise that emphasizes teamwork and involves an essential skill that can always be improved, or something from the Emotional Tank Tool Kit.

Jeff McKay likes to have his baseball players pause on the first or third baseline before they take the field and say to themselves with enthusiasm, “I get to play baseball today.” (Note: The 2002 film The Rookie has the character played by Dennis Quaid saying this same thing, but I heard it first from Jeff!)

When I coached girl’s basketball, I found that my players didn’t have strong hands. It may be that girls don’t start playing with balls as early as boys; thus their ability to catch may not be as well developed. Whatever the reason, my players’ ability to catch strongly thrown passes was not what I wanted it to be. So we started practice with a weave using a heavy ball. I also wanted to stress teamwork rather than individual activities like shooting. We set a goal for how many times in a row we could make it up and down the floor and make the lay-up without letting the ball touch the ground. If we set a goal of six times, the drill would end as soon as we reached that mark. It set off a lot of tank filling, which was a great boost to the rest of the practice.

Starting each practice the same way helps build the team’s culture. And part of the fun of coaching is to develop your own specific opening ritual that makes sense for your team.

3. Instruction:

Most practices should include time for teaching new skills or tactics. Given how much there is to learn about every sport, there is always the need to introduce new things to your players. However, considering how long it takes to learn some sports skills, you may find your players overwhelmed if you introduce too many things to them in too short a time.

A good way to teach new things, especially complicated things, is with the “whole-part-whole” method. IF you want to teach players a new play that involves different intricacies for each player, it’s a good idea to show them how the play is supposed to work first. Walk them completely through it, briefly point out things that each player needs to do to make it all work, and assure players that you’ll break it down for them so that they’ll be able to practice their parts later.

When I coached high school basket ball, I used the whole-part-whole method to give my players the big picture of a trapping half-court zone press that I wanted them to master. We walked all the way through it so that they could see the entire defense react to different offensive actions. Then I  broke it down into parts and introduced individual drills to teach reading the offense, anticipation of where the next pass was going, how to recover, and so on. After many weeks of practice, we put the whole thing together again to see how far we had come and how far we still had to go to make it all work.

As part of your instruction, share your thinking about strategy and tactics with your players. A lot of the fun in sports is the strategizing and thinking about how to get better, how to counter the other team’s strengths, and so forth. If you let them in on your thought process, it will encourage them to begin to think strategically as well.

· Discovery Teaching: Most coaches assume that the only or best way to get kids to learn something is to teach them sequentially how to do it. First you teach them how to do it. Then you have them drill on it. Only then do you allow them to try it out in a scrimmage or game-like situation.

Discovery Teaching is a fun and exciting alternative that can result in better tactical sense and better retention. I was introduced to Discovery Teaching by Bobby Clark, men’s soccer coach at Notre Dame, and George Perry, men’s soccer coach at Wabash College.

In Discovery Teaching, you give your players a goal. You may have them play a short-sided game of three against two and ask the attacking team of three to try to score within a set period of time. The defending team of two has the goal of keeping them from scoring within that same period of time. You launch the exercise with no other instructions and let them work out how they are going to accomplish their goal. You might even ask them to come up with a scoring system that compensates for one team having more players. For example, they might decide that a score is worth on point for the attacking team, but stopping a score is worth more than one point for the defending team.

Kids will typically throw themselves into this kind of activity with a problem-solving fervor that they do not demonstrate when you start out with instruction divorced from a game situation. You can let the game run to a specific number of points, then ask the player to share what they learned about attacking and defending. Your questions can help them come to deeper insights about how to do it better the next time—for example:

1. What worked well and what didn’t work so well?

2. When the ball comes to one side, what can each of the defenders do to keep the offense from getting an easy shot?

3. What can you try next time that might work better?

You can also ask leading questions designed to get them to learn best practices, such as “Do you think if you tried xyz it might work better?” But you want to avoid taking the initiative away from the players.

Lynn Kidman’s helpful book, Developing Decision Makers: An Empowerment Approach to Coaching, describes a version of Discovery Teaching developed by Rod Thorpe in England called “Games for Understanding,” which has evolved in Australia and New Zealand into “Game Sense.” Kidman profiles Wayne Smith, former coach of New Zealand’s national men’s rugby team, the “All Blacks,” who has been highly successful using Game Sense with his teams. Smith says players learn from this approach because “they understand it…I could tell them 10 times, ‘You’ve got to meet the ball early,’ but if they have self-awareness that meeting the ball early means that you get the pass away quicker, then they are probably going to try it a lot more quickly.” Smith notes that his players enjoy training because “I put them into game situations all the time,” which also increases their tactical thinking capability. Smith cautions that there wis a skill to questioning.

If you make {the questioning} logical and you start steering them towards learning and playing the game better, then they are going to get motivated by that. If it is illogical or poorly done, it can be frustrating. Just asking questions for the sake of it is meaningless. I have days where I’ve had a player say to me, “let’s just get on with it.” That means I am asking too many questions. Those are the skills that you learn as you go along.

Teaching Sports Concepts and Skills: A Tactical Games Approach, by Linda Griffin, Stephen Mitchell, and Judith Oslin, contains numerous lesson plans that can be incorporated into practice sessions in seven different sports. Discovery Teaching can seem daunting, but it can be a lot of fun for players and coaches. Kidman sums up the advantages: “An empowering approach…gives athletes control and choice, it enables them to make decisions while competing, and it brings back the ‘fun’ of participating in sport because athletes have greater internal motivation.”

4. Skill Drills:

Because so many sports skills and tactics require much repetition to master, practice sessions need to include drills in which players work on things that have already been introduced.

· Relate drills to games: Coach John Gagliardi has the second highest number of wins in the history of college football. At St. John’s University (Minnesota), Gagliardi has gone against the conventional wisdom. For one thing, there is no contact at his practices. One by-product of this practice is that his players can’t wait to block or tackle somebody by the time the first game comes around.

Another hallmark of a Gagliardi practice is no calisthenics. Austin Murphy recounts Gagliardi’s thinking in his book The Sweet Season, Gagliardi “discovered that most of football’s hidebound, militaristic traditions—the whistles, the calisthenics, the pointless, sadistic drills, the beating one another to a pulp all week—were impediments rather than keys, to success. “We’ve got limited time to practice,’ Gags reasoned, ‘so let’s practice the plays.”

I wish I had heard about John Gagliardi when I started coaching. I like many coaches, spent way too much time having my players do things that didn’t contribute to one of the bottom lines for Double-GOAL COACH—excellent performance in games. So take a hard look at what you hare having your players do and make sure that it is something useful rather than simply traditional. If a drill isn’t related to how you want to perform in a game or to developing positive character traits, then don’t do it. (Exceptions, of course, are activities designed specifically to remind your players how much fun it is to play the game. But perhaps these also contribute to better performance!)

As a coach, you may know how the drills you are doing will benefit players in a competition, but they often don’t understand. So share that information with them. Tell yhour players why you are having them do the drills. Point out to them how getting better at each drill will contribute to their improved performance in a game. For example, players find it much more enjoyable to use their strong hand or foot to score or make a maneuver that to work on their weak hand or foot. Make sure to remind them that they are going to find themselves in a game sometime in which their opponent overplays them to force them to use their weak hand or foot. It is this drill, as uncomfortable as it may be, that will help them respond when an opponent overplays them.

· Turning drills into challenges: Drills are more exciting when tied to a challenge because athletes get charged up for challenges. To create a challenge, players can be pitted against each other, against the clock, or against a standard. I’ll share a example of each from my experience in coaching high school girls’ basketball.

1. Competing against a teammate: Having players compete against a partner when doing a drill adds an edge to the activity. Instead of just shooting 10 free throws, players compete against another player. I always rotated the pairs so that no one had to go up against the best shooter on the team every time.

2. Competing against the clock: My players absolutely loved a full-court high-energy activity we called “Stanford Drill” because we first saw it run when our team observed a Stanford women’s basketball practice. We ran the drill for 8 minutes and kept track on the scoreboard of baskets we made. Over time, we began testing ourselves against the clock to see if we could make more baskets in the same amount of time than our previous record.

3. Competing against a standard: Earlier I described how we began each practice with a three-person “weave” using a heavy ball. Our goal was to be able to complete a certain number of baskets in a row without letting the ball touch the floor before getting into the rest of our practice. We started with a goal of six and gradually upped that as the season progressed. Whenever we were able to break our record, it was a big tank filler for all the players.

In Shooting in the Dark: Tales of Coaching and Leadership, I related how Mike Dunlap, now head men’s basketball coach at Metro State College in Denver, winner of the Division 2 NCAA championship in 2000 and 2002, introduced me to the idea of adding a consequence to every drill to simulate game conditions. Players’ actions in games have consequences, but too often drills in practice lack consequences. By introducing a consequence to a drill, the players experience the drill with a bit more intensity than they would otherwise.

Consequences should always be shore and painless so that they don’t drain players’ Emotional Tanks. I used a small number of push-ups as the consequence, so at the end of the free-throw drill one member of each pair would hit the floor to do the push-ups. It was over in an instant, and on one player was singled out. Having a longer, more painful consequence, such as running a lap, might have caused a negative cloud to infect the rest of the practice.

Jim Perry, athletic director at La Quinta High School in Westminster, California, came up with an even better idea. He assigns consequences that are related to mastery of the skill being worked on. For example, if players are competing against each other in a shooting drill, the player who makes fewer baskets must take five “air” shots (without a ball) and demonstrate proper follow-through on each.

Consequences can also be for the entire team. If the team achieves a goal, players can be rewarded with an activity that they find particularly enjoyable. My players especially liked shooting drills in which they competed against the coaches. Their reward when they won, which they usually did, was to watch the coaches hit the floor to do push-ups.

5. Conditioning:

Before puberty, cardiopulmonary conditioning has little impact on athletes. However, even for young kids it can be useful to incorporate conditioning exercises into practice to signal that conditioning is an integral part of sport.

Conditioning exercises tend to be among the least-liked practice activities by players, but there are ways to make them more appealing. One, as we discussed earlier, is to increase the number of touches a player experiences. So if you are doing a conditioning drill in soccer or lacrosse, ask players to do the drill while dribbling a ball or cradling a ball in their stick. Or make it conditioning with a goal. Rather than having baseball players run in the outfield, have them start running from home plate, giving them more touches on the base paths.

I once spoke to a group of parents about the importance of fun. A dad in the audience challenged me, saying, “I ran cross-country in high school. There is no way you can make cross-country fun. It’s pure pain, and you just have to endure it if you want to be good at it.”

I didn’t have a ready response, so I bumped it back to the audience. I asked, “Do you think this gentleman is correct? Is it impossible to make cross-country fun? Can anyone come up with some ideas?” I regret that I didn’t have a tape recorder running because the audience came up with more than 20 ways to make running fun, only a few of which I remember:

· Run in different places: the streets one day, a golf course the next, then the track, a shopping mall, in sand pits, and so on.

· Have mini-competitions to see who can run a certain segment of a run the fastest.

· Have runners visualize running at the Olympics with 30,000 people cheering them on.

· Ask runners to pair up and talk to each other about a topic while they run. This is a great time to have them think about one of PCA’s principles. For example, you could ask them to talk about how they are using the ELM Tree of Mastery to improve.

· Have the coaches run with the team. Joanne Ernst, whose cross-country teams at Fairview High School in Boulder won both the 2001 Colorado state boys’ and girls’ titles, regularly runs with her teams. The fact that she was a world class triathlete who won the Ironman competition in Hawaii makes it just that much more fun for her runners to run with her. Even if you aren’t a world class athlete, your athletes will get a kick out of having you participate with them.

There is no need for conditioning activities to be a total drag. If you can think of ways to make conditioning enjoyable, you are going to have a team that is happier and in better shape.

6. Fun Activities:

Plan an activity on a regular basis that reminds athletes of how much fun it is to play their sport. Sometimes this is as simple as asking them what they love to do in their sport, then letting them choose an activity that emphasizes that. A great time for this activity is after drills or conditioning exercises that are not so enjoyable.

Tina Syer has an agility drill in which her field hockey players “shadow” each other. The activity, which is a player favorite, involves the player literally trying to stay in the other’s shadow.

Earlier I mentioned St. John’s football coach John Gagliardi, Gagliardi has a variety of fun activities including a “Nice Day” drill in which players drop to the ground, look up at the sky, and ask each other, “Nice day, isn’t it?” Austin Murphy, author of The Sweet Season, noted during one practice that Gagliardi’s team did “one perfect jumping jack, followed by ‘finger exercises,’ followed by something requiring the Johnnies to lie on their stomachs and make barking, seal like noises.”

Jim Patell, my boss and mentor at the Stanford Graduate School of Business, told his beginning girls’ soccer team that to be great soccer players, they’d need to learn how to grunt. And then he showed them how and led them in a grunting drill. I ran into Jim recently, and he told me about chaperoning a dance at his daughter’s high school. He was approached by a former player, now a young woman dressed to the nines, who told him how much fun she had learning to grunt at soccer practice many years ago. Jim and I shared a laugh over the vision of a lovely young woman in a formal gown demonstrating that she hadn’t forgotten how to grunt!

I think enjoyment is so important in the athlete’s quest for mastery that I have treated fun activities as a separate element of dynamic practices. But there is no reason you can’t introduce fun into every aspect of a practice. Introducing an element of fun into repetitive drills or conditioning exercises can make them more effective. If you have trouble thinking of how to make drills or conditioning fun, ask your athletes for suggestions.
7. Scrimmaging:

Players love to compete under simulated game conditions. It also gives them a chance to try out new skills “under pressure.” A great way to add some excitement to a scrimmage is to modify the level of play. This might involve hitting off a tee in baseball or softball. It might mean swim races using only arms or legs. It might mean having players use only their weak hand or foot in basketball or soccer. You might intentionally mismatch teams by adding more players to one side. In basketball, you might have your starters play against seven players. In baseball or softball, you might place more fielders in the field and ask players to try to “hit it where they ain’t.” Another way to inject some energy into a scrimmage is to have the coaches participate. This should be done judiciously so that neither the players nor the coaches get injured, especially if there is a disparity between the size and ages of the coaches and players.

8. Team Meetings As Conversation:

Team meetings are a time when all members of the team can touch base with each other in an explicitly “team” way. A major element in teams that hum is having players who are fully engaged in the life of the team. A team that has conversations is more likely to have engaged players. All teams have team meetings. Teams that hum use much of their meeting time for conversations rather than one-way communications from the coach.

· The power of conversations: As William Berquist noted in The Post-Modern Organization, “Conversations tend to bind people together; talk is the glue in most organizations.” Conversations are an inherently human activity. People love to talk to one another. Most people do not enjoy being lectured at. Being able to talk with people you like and respect, and who like and respect you, is one of the joys of life.

When a coach engages players in conversation, she is treating them like equals. She is saying “I’m interested in what you thing about this.” This is a big tank filler, which contributes to better performance.

Conversations are the way people grow and change. Most people do not change because someone tells them to. When we change the way we think or act, it is often because we become engaged with a new idea or a new way of acting through a conversation with someone we respect. Talking things over with someone who listens and responds is how we go about making a new idea or behavior our own.

· Conversation versus lecture: I am making an important distinction between team meeting-as-lecture and team meeting-as-conversation. As coaches, we tend to talk at our players too much. I certainly did. I had invested so much time planning for our upcoming games that I always felt I never had enough time to say all that I wanted to get them ready to play their best.

Children are more likely to absorb the lessons and values of Positive Coaching if they are participants in the discussion rather than passive listeners to a lecture from the coach. Coaches are likely to get more buy-in from their players by engaging them in conversation rather than talking at them all the time.

· Developing a thinking team: Conversations are critical to getting people to think, I mentioned in chapter 2, the tool of “Ask rather than tell” is a great way to get players to become Player-Coaches. By asking questions in team meetings, you will encourage and model the art of thinking like a coach.

Open-ended questions tend to stimulate more thought than questions that can be answered with a yes or no. For example, contrast the kind of responses you are likely to get from your players with the following two questions, each posed during a mid-practice meeting:

1. How is practice going for you today?

2. What’s one thing that is going well for you today in practice and one thing that would make the rest of practice even better so that we can end on a high note?

Question 1 engages a player’s brain at the very surface level: “Pretty good.” Question 2 requires a deeper response: “Hmm…I really enjoyed the xyz drill that we did earlier. I can see where that skill will help us play better when we get it down. As far as the rest of practice, I’d like to see us be more vocal in cheering each other on when we scrimmage and when we do conditioning, especially the very last set of wind sprints that we do. They’re always tough because we’re all tired at that point. That would help me keep my energy level high through the entire practice.”

There is another reason why conversations are so important for sports teams. The ability to express yourself in a group is a crucial skill in a democracy like ours. Team conversations enable the entire team to become involved with solving problems.

In an interview in PCA’s newsletter “Momentum,” shortly before his death, John Gardner described the new thinking about leadership that permeates the business world, where performance is critical to staying in business:

The whole emerging pattern of leadership is of encouraging creativity and individual development below you. There is so much talent that goes undiscovered and any leader who isn’t seeking to pull out those hidden gifts is making a big mistake.

That means leadership that says “I’m going to give you quite a lot of flexibility here.” I may be the chief of this corporation but I realize that the guys on the shop floor understand some things that I don’t understand; they may turn up some patterns that I never would have thought of. I’m going to give them flexibility and elbowroom to find those patterns. And that ought to come into play in sports at an early age.

You can tap into the creativity Gardner describes by engaging your players in conversations. Here are some guidelines for holding effective team conversations:

· Part of every practice: As a Double-Goal Coach who wants to sue the sports experience to teach kids life lessons, you should make sure you have a conversation with your team at least once during every practice. Preparing to perform at our best is not simply  a physical experience. It involves the mind and the emotions as well. Every practice should fully engage players mentally, emotionally, and physically. A team conversation at every practice will help this happen on a regular basis.

· Timing of team conversations: Many coaches start their practices with a team meeting, but I recommend having your team conversation later in the practice. Players often are coming from the classroom where they have had to sit for much of the day. They are not looking to hear a lecture from the coach. They want to move and play.  So start practices with physical activities. Hold your meeting later in the practice after players have had the chance to burn up some energy.

I like to have my team conversations mid-practice following a conditioning drill. When I coached basketball, I would have players do a conditioning exercise, then shoot free throws (when they are tired, as in game situations). Then we would have our team meeting. Players are catching their breath and are grateful for a chance to rest, which puts them in more of a listening mood.

· Length and frequency: As a rule, team conversations needn’t be long. About 5 to 7 minutes is usually plenty. Sometimes you may want to have several short conversations during a practice. I’ve found that several 3-minute conversations are more effective than on 15-minute conversation. The shorter the meeting, the fewer things you say, the more your players will hear and remember.

After you have introduced PCA prinicples and memory aids to your players, don’t be discouraged if they don’t immediately react or even remember what you have discussed. Because you have them for the entire season, it is not a problem if they don’t remember something from the previous practice because you can review it again and again until it becomes second nature to them.

If they don’t remember what Honoring the Game means, say to them, “We say that Honoring the Game gets to the ROOTS of positive play. Who remembers what any one of the letters of ROOTS stands for?” Now you are likely to get some kids remembering at least one of the letters. And you can build on that.


Don’t even try to get them to remember it all the first time. For one thing, you don’t want to turn them off by talking too long. You can also overwhelm them with too much information at once. Keep it short, but return to the same information regularly, ideally at least once a week, depending on how many weekly practices you have. Here’s the idea: short and sweet, again and again.

· Lead with a question: A good way to begin a team conversation is with a question.

· Did you see the game on TV last night? What did you think when you saw the teams come out on the field and almost get into a fight?

· How is practice going for everyone today?

· What is a way you can use the ELM Tree outside of practices?

· What do you think is the most important thing we need to work on this week to be able to play our best on Saturday?

Leading off with a question will engage players’ minds right from the beginning. And it doesn’t preclude you from saying things you want to say. Sometimes a coach can make points more powerfully by responding to a player’s comment than by leading off with a statement: “I’m glad you said that, Daniella. I think it’s important for us to…”

· Ask for input:  Ask players what they think about anything that affects the performance of the team. Many coaches don’t ask players for input because they are afraid they will hear something they don’t like or can’t implement. But you don’t have to agree with a player’s input. You can say something like, “I understand your concern, but we aren’t going in that direction right now.”

If a player throws you a curve and you’re not sure how to respond, you can simply say, “let me think about that for a while.” Many coaches don’t feel comfortable opening up their team meetings to a conversation because they don’t have confidence that they can handle whatever is said. But you don’t have to be able to deal with everything off the top of your head. You can almost always buy time, then respond later after you’ve had the chance to think about it.

· Cumulative impact: Sometimes players are initially reluctant to say much, which can leave the coach hanging. The discomfort of trying to have a conversation with young people who may not be very good at holding up their end of it can sometimes cause coaches to revert to lecturing. After all, people aren’t supposed to talk during a lecture, so then the player’s silence isn’t so maddening. But trust me—the initial reticence will not last. Virtually everyone likes to talk. Your players will open up sooner or later.
It may take them a while to get into speaking their minds. The important thing to remember is that it is the cumulative effect of conversations that is important. In any given practice, not much of value may seem to be happening. But over time it will pay off in players who are fully engaged in the life of a team that hums!

9. Adding The Life Lesson Question

Being a Double-Goal Coach means always looking to help your athletes win and take away lessons that will help them to be successful in the rest of their lives. A simple way to bring a focus beyond the athletic field is to add a Life Lesson Question to many of the things you normally do in practice. The Life Lesson Question may take a number of forms. For Example:

· Just before ending a practice session, you might ask, “What did you learn today that might help you in other parts of your life?”

· After a tough loss, you might say, “Every person experiences disappointment in life. What do you think you can learn from this loss that can help you deal with disappointment in the future?”

· After a player has mastered a new skill, you might say, “You got it! You really stuck with that until you learned it. How could that same determination help you in your school work?”

· After completing a difficult drill, you might stop for a brief team conversation and say, “That was tough, but you kept going. Is there any other part of your life that is particularly tough right now where you feel like you just need to keep trying hard?”

These are only a few of the possibilities. You can come up with your own versions of the Life Lesson Question to fit your own circumstances. The key is to keep reminding athletes of the connection between their sports experience and the rest of their present and future life.

10. Closing Ritual

An opening ritual reinforces the idea that you are leaving the larger culture and entering into the team’s culture. Closing rituals should do the reverse—players are leaving the relatively sheltered environment of the team, and the closing ritual should give them a boost as they go out into what for many kids is a hard-edged world.

The end of practice is often a good time to check in with players to see how they are doing. I once visited the classroom of an elementary teacher who ended every day of school the same way. He stood at the door and asked the same question to each child who passed through. It might be as simple as “What’s your favorite food?” “What’s one thing you learned today?” “What’s your favorite song?” As the kids left his room, he was letting them know that he cared about what was important to them.

Coaches might ask the following:

· On a scale of 1 to 10, how do you think practice went today?

· What was your favorite part of practice today? Why?

· What is something you got better at this week in practice?

· What is your favorite sports team/athlete?

· What are your plans for the weekend?

· What class are you looking forward to the most tomorrow?

· What can you do to fill your parents’ E-Tanks when you get home?

· What do you want to work on to improve during the next practice?

You may also want to do a quick E-Tank tally with each player: “How is your Emotional Tank right now?” Make an intentional choice to start and end each practice in a way that will reinforce the notion that this is a team with its own culture, its own special way of doing things.

11.  Assessment

Part of the fun of coaching is the constant assessment to come up with ways to make practices better and better. So now the process begins again. As you’re driving home from the practice, review how you did with your objectives and what the team needs to focus on at the next practice. Did you fill players’ Emotional Tanks to the degree that you wanted? Did you cover all the most important things? Did the instruction take hold, or do you need to repeat the same material next time? I find it helpful to jot down points that I don’t want to risk forgetting as soon after practice as possible, starting with my objectives and priorities for the next practice.

There is another aspect of practice that deserves some special attention. What do you do when players misbehave? There is no easy answer, but there are some principles that can give you a game plan for dealing with misbehavior in a humane and rationale manner.

DEALING WITH BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS

Inability to manage a classroom, to deal with behavior problems and establish control so that learning can take place, drives many idealistic young people out of the profession of teaching. This tends to be less of a problem in youth sports because most kids want to be at practice, whereas many children do not have a similar positive feeling about being in the classroom. But that doesn’t always hold. A coach will work hard to develop a sound practice plan, then one or more of the players will refuse to get with the program. Often this is when negativity first enters a team.

Establishing a strong culture—a way of doing things on your team—will minimize misbehavior on the part of your players. But in spite of all your best efforts, kids will misbehave from time to time. How you deal with misbehavior can reinforce or undercut your team’s culture. I describe three principles for dealing with misbehavior that should form the basis of how you can shape the behavior of your team to minimize problems:

1. Reinforce the behavior you want.

2. Ignore the behavior you don’t want.

3. When you can’t ignore the behavior, intervene in a “least-attention” manner.

1. Reinforce what you want: This may sound obvious, but belive me, it isn’t, because of a common misconception about the nature of attention. Most people understand that when we give positive attention to children (“Way to go!”), they tend to do more of the behavior that brought them the attention. What isn’t well understood is that negative attention (“No, no, not like that!”) can also increase a behavior, especially for kids who don’t believe they have the ability to get an adult’s attention with good behavior.
Attention is reinforcing to many kids, whether it is favorable or unfavorable. And too often we focus our attention on the players who are not doing what we want them to do.

When I signal them, 11 of my 12 players come running right in, but Victor takes forever. Where does my attention go? Although I have 11 players who come right away, gathering attentively around me as if I am the fount of wisdom, I ignore them and focus my attention on Victor, who is not doing what I want him to do. “Victor how many times (voice rising!) do I have to tell you to come in right away when you hear one long whistle?”

Too often we ignore the players who do what we ask them to do and lavish attention, albeit negative, on the ones who are not doing what we ask of them. Most people believe that people seek pleasure and avoid pain. However, with kids it can be quite different. When we give attention to children, it can increase the particular behavior, whether we are praising them or yelling at them.

I don’t like to be yelled at. So I assume when I yell at Victor he doesn’t like it either, and it will cause him to change. Often the exact opposite is the case. Even giving negative attention to Victor for his bad behavior can increase the likelihood of his continuing it.
The other problem with focusing my attention on the laggard is that it is punishing the players who came in right away. Instead I should reinforce them for their appropriate behavior: “Hey, Antonio, Ruben, J.W., I really appreciate the way you came running in right way when you heard the whistle. That really helps us a lot because we have a limited amount of time for practice. When you come right away, it means we can get more accomplished. Thanks.”
When kids learn that you give attention for appropriate behavior, they will often compete to please you—for example, by trying to be the first to come running so that you will notice and praise them—which is all to the good, but what about Victor?

2. Ignore what you don’t want: The second rule is to ignore any behavior that is inappropriate. In this case with Victor, instead of focusing on his misbehavior, I ignore him as much as you can.

While Victor is not doing what I want him to, I act as if he ceases to exist as far as I am concerned. This teaching technique is called “extinction,” and it s a powerful one indeed. I don’t make mention of the fact that Victor hasn’t come with the rest of the team. Until Victor does what I want him to do, he is extinct. I thank those who came right away, then move on to the next task.

Now it can get really interesting if I am truly able to ignore Victor. If Victor sees that he is being ignored and others are getting my attention, he may finally come running, saying, “Hey, Coach, how about me? I came in when you called.”

I can say in a matter-of-fact way, “Victor these guys came in right away, so I was thanking them. But if you come right away next time, I’ll thank you as well. Now let’s get going with the next drill.”

This tactic works like magic. Kids who misbehave are used to getting the attention of adults for misbehaving. Their parents and teachers typically give them attention whenever they misbehave. And often, since they don’t believe they can get attention for doing something positive, they’ll take it in the only way they think they can get it. So when you ignore their misbehavior, it is not to their liking. And when they find out that they can very easily get your attention by doing what you want them to do, they tend to do it.

But what about older athletes? Does extinction work with teenagers?

Tina Syer coached a 17-year-old field hockey player who never was ready when it was time to start warming up. The rest of the girls would be ready to go, and this girl would still have only one sock on. Tina decided to try extinction. At the beginning of the next tournament, she asked the players how much time they needed for warmups. The team agreed that 45 minutes was adequate. Forty-five minutes before the next game, the same player had only one shoe on. Tina said, “let’s go,” and the team took off, leaving the laggard behind. She quickly finished lacing her shoes and ran to catch up. She was never late again. With no attention from coach or teammates, her behavior shriveled up like a plant receiving no water.

Extinction works. But what if you can’t use it? What if you just can’t ignore inappropriate behavior?

3. Intervene when necessary: Sometimes you just can’t ignore a player’s behavior. Perhaps he is putting himself or others in danger (you aren’t totally ignoring him; your’re keeping an eye on him without letting him know it). If a child is about to wander onto the freeway, you don’t ignore it. You need to stop him from hurting himself or others.
Similarly, when a player is acting in a way that dishonors the game, it cannot be ignored. I remember watching a high school game in which the daughter of a friend of mine played. A player on the other team drove to the basket on a breakaway and a teammate of my friend’s daughter knocked her down with no attempt to block the shot. Instead of helping the player up, she stomped away, angry that the referee had (very appropriately) called a foul on her. Perhaps the coach talked to the girl later about this situation, but he shouldn’t have waited. This act should have brought immediate benching from any coach who wants the team to Honor the Game.

Another situation that cannot be ignored is when the misbehavior is disrupting the entire team. Misbehavior that undercuts your ability to work with your team should not be ignored. There are times when you can’t ignore bad behavior; you have to intervene. Here’s how you can do it in an effective way:

· The “least-attention manner”: When you have to intervene, you can increase your odds of success by doing so in the “least-attention manner.” Let’s say Ben is talking while you are trying to give directions to the team. You can call Ben aside and calmly and quietly speak to him: “Ben, I need you to stand over here until you can obey the rules that we all agreed on—that is, to not talk while I’m talking. Just stand here for a bit, and as soon as you are ready to follow the rules, come on back and join us.”
Sometimes that’s all it will take. But often, since Ben is so used to getting attention by misbehaving, he won’t be able to adjust immediately. He may see if he can play you like a yo-yo, back and forth. He will immediately bounce back without having changed his behavior, and he’ll disrupt things again.

You should intervene again in a calm and quiet tone, but this time add a check-in: “Ben, you obviously weren’t ready to rejoin the team just now, so I want you to sit here and think about what you need to do to be able to rejoin us. I’ll come back in a few minutes and see if you’re ready to follow the rules. In the meantime, sit here and think about how you want to behave when I come back.”

The ideal situation now is for the team to do an activity that is a lot of fun—for example, a shooting drill for basketball, soccer or lacrosse, a hitting drill for baseball or softball—so that Ben is missing something he would enjoy. You don’t want to do a conditioning drill at this time because he may then perceive missing the drill as a reward.

When you go back to check in with Ben, make sure that you get him to verbally acknowledge why he had to sit out: “Ben, can you tell me why I had you stand apart from the rest of the team?” The idea here is for him to say it: “I was talking while you were talking.” If he isn’t willing to do this, you can prompt him. “Was it because you were talking while I was talking?” And don’t let him rejoin the team until he acknowledges it.

But you’re not done yet. You also want him to verbalize his commitment to follow the rules when he is allowed back with the team: “What do you need to do when you rejoin the team?”

Again, if he isn’t able to articulate the desired behavior, you can prompt him: “When you rejoin us, you need to listen while I’m talking. Do you think you can do that now? Again, he has to agree, ideally with a statement but at least with a head nod.

So now you’ve intervened to stop Ben’s misbehavior from ruining the practice for everyone else. And you’ve done it in a way that helps him learn to control himself. You’ve told him how he can be part of the team and you’ve done it with minimum amount of attention, away from the rest of the team so that other players won’t get drawn in.

· The discipline of the three C’s: Mike Legarza developed a great approach with his college players who were late to practice. The team rule is that if you are late, you don’t practice. So when a player comes a few minutes late, Mike is sympathetic: “Too bad you can’t practice today. I hope you can make it on time tomorrow because we really need you out there. See you tomorrow.”

Notice that Mike doesn’t have to get angry or upset. He can be calm because there is a consequence that he is simply administering in a consistent manner—that is, the Three C’s: Calmness, Consequences, and Consistency. Obviously this consequence doesn’t work with younger kids who are dependent on their parents driving them to and from practice. But the principle of the Three C’s can be adapted to children of any age and virtually any situation.

Many coaches think it is a sign of strength to get angry with players when they don’t meet expectations. I say it is the opposite. Becoming negative or getting visibly angry with players should be seen as a sign of weakness and a lack of self-discipline. When you have communicated the expectations and rules clearly and you have a plan for dealing with misbehavior, you are in a position of strength and you can be gentle in enforcing the rules without raising your voice.

MOSTLY, I MISS THE PRACTICES

A few weeks after the Fremont High School girls’ last basketball team game in the 1996 Central Coast Section playoffs, I ran into Shauna, one of our team captains who was about to graduate and enroll at Stanford University. I asked her how she felt about the season, which had some highs—we won our league title—and lows—we lost in the first round of the playoffs. She surprised me by saying, “Mostly, I miss the practices.” Later, when I thought about it, I realized that I felt the same way. The games were nice, but mostly I missed the times with the players working together to create a team that hummed.
