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The contents of this book were carefully researched. However, all information is supplied without liability. Neither the author nor the publisher will be liable for possible injuries or damages resulting from this book.

1 Preface

Coaching and teaching have been passions of mine my entire life. I grew up playing the traditional sports in high school, gravitating towards football, wrestling, and track and then spending many years afterwards coaching those sports. It wasn’t until later in my coaching career that I found soccer—or rather, soccer found me.

It was April of 1989 when I received a phone call from a desperate parent, begging me to coach my six-year-old son, Bart, and his recreational soccer team. At the time I was teaching elementary physical education and served as an assistant coach for the high school football, wrestling, and track teams. These were all sports I grew up playing and I felt confident sharing my knowledge of those activities with young athletes.

Soccer, on the other hand, was not offered when I was in high school and my knowledge of the game—much like the sport’s popularity in the United States—was minimal at best.

I politely told the panicked parent that I would help someone coach my son’s team, but I simply did not know enough about soccer to take on a team by myself.

Since co-coaching and eventually taking over my son’s team in the summer of ‘89, I haven’t looked back. I coached young Bart’s team every season until he entered high school and did the same with our three sons after him. In the fall of 1998, I became the head coach of the Fond du Lac High School varsity boys’ soccer team, and eventually took on the same duties with the girl’s varsity team in 2006. My coaching and life journey took me to the state of Florida in 2014, where I took over the George Jenkins girls’ program in Lakeland before landing in Cape Coral at Ida Baker High School in 2015, coaching the boys’ team.

Over 35 years of coaching and more than 75 soccer teams later, I still cannot believe my initial reluctance toward coaching soccer to a bunch of six-year-olds.

It’s impossible to coach for close to four decades—and survive—without learning how to teach young athletes to handle themselves in triumph and adversity. Coaching is more than just throwing out the ball and filling out a lineup, and as the years went by it became more and more clear to me that wins and losses alone do not determine the success of each particular team. Regardless of the talent or the age group, I realized that my goal as a coach is to ensure that each season is a season of significance for all the athletes involved.

As my knowledge of soccer and the coaching profession increased, so too did my thirst for more knowledge on both topics. To quench that thirst, I devoured the coaching biographies of Lou Holtz, Anson Dorrance, John Wooden, and Pete Carroll, among others, along with training manuals and books about coaching techniques, team building, and mental training. If there’s a book about coaching, I’ve more than likely read it.

Yet through my reading, I hadn’t come across a comprehensive book on how to have success in youth and high school athletics both on and off the field. Since I found myself answering some of the same questions from other coaches and parents over and over again, I decided to put together a coaching guide of my own, which turned into this book. Hopefully, from my experiences of co-coaching that first soccer team to taking over the program at one of the largest high schools in Wisconsin, this book will help you build a foundation for your own program.

All told, I’ve been on the sidelines of a football field, basketball court, wrestling mat, track and, of course, the soccer pitch. While the bulk of my experiences come from coaching soccer, the information provided throughout the following pages is transferable to all sports.

Whether you’re already a coach and looking for ways to make your program stand out or a young father fielding a call from a desperate soccer club, this book should serve as a guideline on how to run a high school or youth sports team, with an emphasis on leadership, communication, and building relationships. Coaching soccer has been my avenue to practice and refine these skills. Whatever your sport is, it is time to make every season a season of significance.


2 Introduction

Each and every one of us has personal goals for ourselves, our families, our careers, and for the teams we coach. My goal for every team I coach is for each season to be a significant one, so memorable that every player will treasure and remember the experience throughout their lifetime. So what are the characteristics of a significant season?

There are three key elements needed for a season to be remembered and for that season to have a lasting impression on your team.


	The season needs to be meaningful. Did the players take something away from it at season’s end? Did they improve their individual skills or understanding of the game? Did they master a new team tactic? Was a meaningful relationship formed or enhanced between you, the coach, and the team? If you can answer yes to any of those questions, you more than likely satisfied element number one.


	The season needs to be important. Did you make the season important to the players? A season can be important for many of the same reasons that it was meaningful. If the season wasn’t important to an individual player, how valuable was that player to your team? Each player needs to feel involved in the team goals. If they do not feel like a part of the process, regardless of his or her respective role within the team, was it really important to them? For the season to be important, the team has to believe in the goals and overall mission that either the coach has put before them or that they have decided on together.


	The season needs to be memorable. Was the season memorable in the eyes of the players? It could be memorable because the team won a conference or district title, or had a winning record for the first time, or beat a long-time rival. Achievements and milestones make the season memorable. But what if those accolades don’t come? Can you still have a memorable season? The answer is of course, yes.





For example, you may be taking on the challenge of creating a program from scratch. Or you could be in the developmental years of your program, still trying to grow and gain recognition. Or your club lacks character, direction, or confidence and is in need of a culture change. Or, after enjoying some success, your team is taking on a more challenging schedule. In these cases, progress made toward shaping or improving upon your program may be greatly rewarding to you and your players. While winning is definitely a goal to be achieved, it is not always a necessary factor for a significant season.


2.1 Philosophy

In order to obtain that significant season, you need something to guide you in your decision making process. What are you about and what do you want your program to represent? I remember interviewing for a junior high teaching position that included head football, wrestling, and track coaching duties. The principal, Michael Nault, asked me one seemingly simple question: “What is your philosophy of coaching?”

As an aspiring young coach I had researched the school and spoken to other coaches and teachers in the district, and I came to find out that while Mr. Nault believed in opportunities and participation at the junior high level, he was also very competitive. I gave a lengthy and detailed response, covering everything that I believed. He was satisfied with my stated desire to lead a successful and winning program, but without sacrificing the opportunity for young athletes to compete and test their skills in competition.

Over the years, as I gained experience dealing with young athletes, parents, and administrative figures, my philosophy has matured and become much easier to explain, no longer requiring the lengthy explanation I gave Mr. Nault. Longtime football coach Pete Carroll titled his book, Always Compete, which summarizes his own philosophy and explains how easy it is to apply. As I thought about his simple mantra, I thought about my own message to my teams and found a philosophy that fits what I do every day.

If I had that same interview with Mr. Nault now, I would tell him that my philosophy is to make a difference. When I speak to my teams or talk to parents, or I interview for positions, I make it clear that my goal is simply to make a difference, be it on the field, in the classroom, in the community, or within my family.

If you do not have a coaching philosophy, take a moment to reflect on why you are coaching and what you personally want out of it as well as what you want your teams to reflect. At the same time, make sure it is a reasonable goal; you have to be able to walk the talk, so you want to make sure your philosophy is something that you can represent.


2.2 Coaching Rules

For new coaches, or for those embarking upon a new job or relationship, here are twelve rules to follow as you begin your journey:


	Have an attitude of gratitude.


	Be humble.


	Set expectations.


	Celebrate the positives.


	Listen to your team and empower your captains.


	Continue to educate yourself.


	Integrity is number one!


	Teach and model respect and sportsmanship.


	Embrace the past by valuing team traditions.


	Build relationships.


	Communicate, communicate, communicate!


	Have FUN and enjoy the ride!






3 Putting Character First

When I started coaching, my biggest worries were about our formation and tactics, how I would organize my practice session, and whether or not the players would listen to me. The idea of teaching character was not even on the radar.

When I took over as a high school coach, I had it all figured out. My team rules were in place and I had athletic players that came from good families. The last thing I was worried about was character development; I just wanted to train them hard and win some games. We had better success on the field than the program was accustomed to and we had more talented players with each passing year. Soccer was growing in the community, and as the high school varsity coach, I was reaping the rewards of that growth. Five years into the program, my team reached the sectional finals for the second time since I took over the program. But despite the talented team on the field, I soon found out that we had some serious character issues off the field.

I had heard some troubling rumors about off-field behavior, but there was no evidence of any problems and the team was performing on the field. Who was I to question a rumor and possibly rock the boat? Then in one moment, our lack of team character was exposed. We were playing a more talented team that had beaten us during the regular season through their physicality and gamesmanship (along with some expert floppers on the squad prepared to embellish any contact and influence the referee).

We had a solid game plan entering the contest, but a questionable call in the penalty box resulted in a penalty kick and a 1-0 deficit that would change the way I viewed my coaching curriculum. Our team continued to play hard but we did not handle the adversity well and lost our composure as well as the game. My frustration with the tactics of the opposing coach and my own team’s lack of character led to a verbal clash after the contest between my players and the opponents. My goalkeeper, when presented with the runner-up medal, used his great distribution ability and tossed his medal out of the stadium and into the street. We represented ourselves poorly and as the coach I was responsible for the display of bad sportsmanship. It was not the kind of behavior I expected of my teams.

Months after the season ended, another issue revealed itself. There was a drug-related break-in at our school and a number of my senior athletes were involved. It was another black mark on my program and I knew then that changes had to be made. How was I going to clean up the program? Though players from my team were involved, I saw this as not just a problem with the soccer team, but rather a problem in the community—one of those problems that schools, parents, and communities do not want to recognize. When I went to other coaches for help and suggestions they offered little support. Because my players were involved, it was my problem. I was on my own.

During that off-season, inspired by the NAIA Champions of Character program, I put together six core values for my program. I took some time to reflect and figure out what it was that I wanted the program to stand for. When people interacted with my players, watched them play, or had them in the classroom, what did I want them to notice? That next season we put up a sign at our practice site with these words on it:


	Respect


	Trust


	Quiet confidence


	Commitment


	Friendship


	FUN!





I sat down with my coaching staff at the time, which consisted of my great friends Roy Ramirez and Cory Clark, and discussed how we would implement and teach these values to our players. We changed the way we talked about team rules so that they were related to our values. We painted a picture of each value and made sure the players knew what each word meant and how it looked. Our boys’ team made its first ever state soccer tournament that next season and the success over the next decade was unmatched in school history.

As we implemented this new character program with our soccer team, our district hired a new athletic director, Brian Skortz. A man of integrity, Skortz saw the value of this program and wanted to expand it across the entire athletic department. Through his leadership, we involved the school’s entire roster of coaches and implemented the nine traits of our athletic program, expanding on the values we had shared with our soccer team. Having the implementation of the nine traits program come from the top was key to it becoming a cornerstone of our athletic department. The challenge for our athletic department was then to try and get each program on board. Not all of the school’s coaches were ready for this doctrine, but we calmed some initial pushback by offering training and educational opportunities to help our coaches better understand what we were trying to accomplish. The message to our players was much more powerful when everyone received the same consistent expectations across all of their activities.

When I relocated and found a coaching position at Ida Baker High School in Cape Coral, Florida, I found that this school, like the one in Fond du Lac, did not have any department-wide athletic character program. I presented a plan to the school’s athletic director, Brian Conn, who was very interested in the process. He gave me the green light to implement a character values program for my soccer program. My focus here was on six traits:


	Respect


	Responsibility


	Sportsmanship


	Integrity


	Service


	Team
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I learned very quickly that my inherited team at Ida Baker had a history of poor sportsmanship. Moving forward, I made sure that everything we did reflected our value systems. When a player reacted poorly to a referee call, we had a discussion about respecting the game. When we took an opponent lightly, we had a discussion about respecting our opponent. And when I heard rumors of substance abuse off the field, we had a discussion about respecting our bodies and our responsibility to the team.

My move to southwest Florida has allowed me the opportunity to work at a public charter high school, Florida SouthWestern Collegiate (FSWC). When I arrived, FSWC was under the guidance of a new principal, Matt Catanzarite, and his first order of business was to have our school establish a brand, which he labeled the Buc Brand for the school’s Buccaneer mascot. The Buc Brand featured the following traits:
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	Zest


	Curiosity


	Gratitude


	Self-control


	Social intelligence


	Optimism


	Grit





We live and teach the brand at our school, and it was exciting for me to see this character value system taught and modeled throughout our school and not limited to just the athletic department.

Teams at the club and youth levels are worried about winning, while teaching character and sportsmanship have been put aside as many coaches believe it is not that important to team success. As I see it, character will win more games for you than any set piece or shooting drill will. Your program should be about more than just how many wins you can rack up. Establishing a true culture of character takes your program to an entirely new level. When your administrators and other staff members start to notice a change in your athletes, you can impact an entire school and community. Put character first and make it a cornerstone of your program.


4 Organization and Parents

A key element to successful coaching is organization, which encompasses a wide variety of areas. Some coaches are good at tactical organization, such as the formations they run, their set pieces, and their substitution plans. Other coaches are better at running practice sessions, planning parent meetings, and communicating well with players.

I have worked with, observed, and played for coaches who just went out and winged it in practice. Many young coaches who lack proper education come to practice with no plan in place and end up scrimmaging most of the practice. These coaches often miss key elements in their instruction, do not accomplish what they want to in practice, and finish too early because they did not have a good plan. Oftentimes their teams are not ready on game days and fail to reach their potential as the season wears on.

In Wisconsin, a local junior college offered soccer in our community and many of my players would attend the school for a year or two before transferring to another university. I was able to watch a few of these junior college games each season. The coach was very demonstrative on the sideline, yelling and screaming at both the officials and his own players for not making appropriate runs or for being in poor position on free kicks and corners, among other things. In conversations with my former players, they told me that they rarely listened to the coach because they did not have structured practices, and his rantings and ravings on the sidelines were for principles that were never dealt with in their training sessions.
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