What Great Coaches Do Differently

The Coaching Tree
A coaching tree is similar to a family tree; however, instead of
showing the various descendants from your great-grandfather
Adam, it shows the relationships of coaches. The most common way to make the distinction is if a coach played under
or worked as an assistant for a particular head coach. If
you are familiar with the trivia game “Six Degrees of Kevin
Bacon,” you understand the concept. This trivia game based
on the assumption that an actor can be linked through his or
her film roles to actor Kevin Bacon within six steps. Think of
it this way—how many steps are between legendary football
coach Bill Walsh and Mike Tomlin? As head coach of the San
Francisco Forty-Niners, Coach Walsh employed assistant
Coach Dennis Green, who would become the head coach of the
Minnesota Vikings. As head coach of the Minnesota Vikings,
Coach Green employed Tony Dungy as his defensive coordinator. Coach Dungy left Minnesota to coach the Tampa Bay
Buccaneers and later the Indianapolis Colts. However, while
at Tampa Bay, Coach Dungy hired a defensive backs coach
named Mike Tomlin who would later go on to coach the 2009
Super Bowl Champion Pittsburgh Steelers. Coaching trees are
found in every sport. For example, Pat Summit and Hank Iba
have extensive basketball coaching trees.
The coaching tree process works out great if you start out
with a great coach at the base of your coaching tree. However,
most coaches are not fortunate to have a Bill Walsh at the bottom
of their tree. Also the farther away you get from the patriarch of
the tree, the more outcomes are affected as well. Coach Fox from
Orange County High is part of a coaching tree. Probably not the
Bill Walsh coaching tree, but a coaching tree all the same. He
is the product of what he has been taught. If you are currently
coaching, you are part of a coaching tree.

Purpose of the Book
This book is intended to help you branch out as a coach and to
examine what great coaches do differently. It is not about the
tactical and technical aspects of sports. You will not find tips
on your offense and defense or breakdown drills in this book.
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Why Look at Great?

This book is about who we are as coaches; more directly it is
about what we do as coaches. This book is not complicated; in
fact many of you are probably doing some of these things some
of the time. Yet the great coaches, the coaches of significance,
are doing these things all the time. A coach of significance is a
coach who positively impacts the lives of the people he or she
encounters as well as enjoys success in the win-loss column.
Think of the greatest coaches in your league. Not necessarily the coach who has the most wins but the coach who enjoys
the success of having made a difference in the lives of others
and has consistently enjoyed the sweet taste of victory along the
way. Is that a coaching tree you would like to be a part of? What
if every coach in your league was like that coach? Would that
be a great league? Of course it would. And if all athletic programs had coaches like the greatest coaches in your league, the
athletes who walk off the field of competition will be better as
a result of their experience. As you read through this book, you
will find the contents to be simple in concept—but not always
easy to consistently implement.

Instant Replay
Why Look at Great?
1. What the Greatest Do Differently. If four outstanding
coaches hang an inspirational quote on the locker room
bulletin board—“Play Like a Champion Today!”—we
might conclude that one key to effective coaching is an
inspiring quote posted in the locker room. However,
what if less effective coaches display the same banner?
Then the quote itself does not guarantee success. So
what are the effective coaches doing differently from
other coaches?
2. The Clinic. Who would you spend money on to see at
a coaching clinic? You are not going to spend a dime of
your coaching salary to hear someone that cannot help
you become better. Coaches who want to become better
find value in examining what great coaches do rather
than what other coaches do not do.
at
Great?
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People, Not Programs

Instant Replay
People, Not Programs
1. Jills and Joes, Not X’s and O’s. The improvement of a
team is a simple concept. There are really four ways to
improve the quality of a team: Bring in different athletes,
improve the athletes that you already have, bring in a
new coach, or improve the coach that you already have.
2. The Spread Offense. The spread offense is an offensive
football scheme. Today it is used at every level of football. Although we can identify many great coaches who
use varying spread offense schemes, the person credited with inventing it was a great high school football
coach named Tiger Ellison. Faced with his first losing
season, Coach Ellison in 1950 turned to the strength of
his personnel. Coach Ellison understood that success
has much more to do with the Jills and Joes than it does
X’s and O’s.
3. Social Contract. To focus on the people rather than
program simply means to focus on relationships. That
relationship is seen in the form of an agreement or social
contract between an athlete and a coach. The social
contract between a coach and an athlete means that the
coach will coach and the athlete will learn and execute.
Effective coaches understand that contract to mean
more than just blowing the whistle and establishing the
practice plan.
4. Running for Mistakes. Coaches are familiar with the
concept of making an athlete run for a mistake. Running
for a mistake is a viable solution for reinforcing action
but what makes it successful is the relationship the coach
has with the athletes. Effective coaches do not see running for a mistake as necessary to correct that mistake.
It is simply one tool that is effective if you know when
and how to use it.

NotHawker
Programs
 • Education
EYE9881
©
2011People,
Hawker
• © 2011
Brownlow
Education
Brownlow
EYE9881

Haworth pages.indd 19

◆ 19

4/1/10 12:56 PM

What Great Coaches Do Differently

from running while everyone else is practicing?—show up on
time. Coach Fox often confuses punishment with negative reinforcement, which is different.

Negative Reinforcement
Negative reinforcement increases the chance of a behavior
because a negative condition is avoided as a consequence of the
behavior. Many coaches run during or following practice. One
common tool used by coaches to motivate their athletes is to let
their athletes out of running if something positive occurs.
Coaching great Dean Smith graded his practices. Players
scored points for setting good screens, drawing a charge, diving
after loose balls or any other positive thing that contributed to
the team’s success. And what do you think those points could
be used for? Points could be used for getting out of running
(Smith & Bell, 2005). Learning how to praise and how to punish
can be challenging. Coach Fox and many other coaches find it
all too easy to spend our time looking for what is wrong, pointing out errors, and focusing on mistakes. Effective coaches,
in contrast, are looking for opportunities to find their athletes
doing things right. Not only that, they understand what to do
when they catch an athlete doing something right and how to
keep that athlete doing it right.
Ben Bissell (1992) has described five things that help make
praise effective—elements that are important if attempts at
praise are to have the most positive effect possible. These five
characteristics define effective praise as authentic, specific,
immediate, clean, and private. Let us apply these general characteristics to the specifics of motivating and praising athletes.

Authentic Praise
During Coach Fox’s practices everything is great: great throw,
great run, great leap, great save, great, great, great. What do you
think the word “great” means to his team? Is this authentic praise?
Authentic means that we are praising athletes for something genuine, recognizing them for something that is true. We can never
grow weary of recognizing something of authentic value.
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