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FOREWORD



Mike Sullivan, Head Coach, Pittsburgh Penguins





Back when I was a college student and hockey player at Boston University (BU), my father was coaching my younger brother in a youth league in the Boston area. In the summertime Dad asked me to go on the ice and run practices with some skill sessions for the kids. I was trying to find certain drills and activities that would be best for their overall development. The first thing that dawned on me was that if I was going to be an effective teacher—in essence, what a coach is—I’d better have an understanding, at least on an elementary level, of how people learn. Otherwise, how could I effectively put together strategies and methodologies that would maximize the opportunity to teach these kids?


So that’s really where it all started for me. That’s why I began learning about the cognitive side of sports. I was trying to better understand how people learn at their respective age groups, because I’ve always been a big believer in age appropriateness when you’re coaching sports. If I’m coaching a group of eight-year-olds or nine-year-olds, I can’t go out and run the same practice that I’m running with the Pittsburgh Penguins. Cognitively, they’re at a very different stage than grown men. I need an understanding of what their limitations are, where their potentialities lie, so that I can focus on certain things that can leverage that knowledge.


The reality is that kids are not miniature adults. Their brains are different. They’re not fully developed. I listen to parents in the stands around the rink and hear comments like “Little Johnny doesn’t pass to my son because I think his father gives him ten bucks for every goal he scores.” Well, maybe little Johnny’s peripheral vision isn’t fully developed, so he doesn’t see your son on the back door.


When I was playing in college in the late 1980s, the new frontier was in physical fitness and training. That’s when players started to get into the weight room to work on strength and conditioning with plyometrics, developing power in the neuromuscular system. That was cutting-edge back then.


Now we have a pretty good understanding of how to train athletes physiologically. The next frontier is how to get players to better understand anticipation skills, recognition skills, and decision-making. How to deal with high-stakes environments. How to handle pressure. In my generation, there’s always been an assumption around the rinks that “hockey sense” is something that you’re born with: you either have it or you don’t, but you can’t teach it. The reality is that hockey sense or game sense is not unlike learning how to skate or learning how to stick handle. This new capability is, as this book’s title says, “the playmaker’s advantage.”


For me, the simplest definition of “playmaker” is someone who makes the players around him better. Playmakers’ understanding of how to create competitive advantages by utilizing their teammates is what sets them apart.


During my NHL playing days, it was Gretzky and Lemieux. It was Steve Yzerman, Joe Sakic, Peter Forsberg, and Doug Gilmour, to name a few. All of these playmakers were one step ahead of the game. They saw plays develop in their brains before those plays actually happened. They took advantage of windows of opportunity because of their ability to see the big picture.


Today’s best example of a playmaker is our captain, Sidney Crosby. He not only makes his teammates better, he makes the coaches better. I enjoy so many of our conversations because he thinks the game on a different level. What separates those types of players, the elite players, from the others is how they see the game and how they think the game. As a coaching staff, we’re always fascinated by the comments, observations, and insights that players like Sid have when we have team meetings. Even during games, Sid will come back to the bench and he’ll have an observation about what our opponents are doing and how we should think about countering. I’ve probably learned more from Sid than he’s learned from me in the years that we’ve been together.


With every player, there is a floor and ceiling. But each one can get better if we put them in certain activities that give them the opportunity to develop and train the decision-making components of anticipation, recognition, and awareness. Part of the issue is that most coaches don’t know how to do that. In hockey we have a much better understanding of how to improve a player’s skating ability, for example. We can help a player learn how to stick handle, or work on catch and release, or improve the velocity of his or her shot. But as coaches and parents, we also need to ask how can we help this player with anticipation skills and recognition skills and decision-making skills.


For me, these are our next challenges. As a professional coach at the NHL level, I try to learn as much as I can about how people learn. By learning about the brain, I can use activities in practice that can help us train our guys to get better at the intellectual side of the game, which is every bit as important as the physical aspect.


When I sit in meetings with our scouts to talk about drafting players, I often hear “He’s six foot four, 220 pounds, strong as an ox, and can stick handle in a phone booth.” And I always respond with “Okay, but can he play the game?” Give me guys that have high compete levels and have a high hockey IQ, and they’ll figure out the rest. Whatever deficiencies they may have in the physical aspects of the game, whether it’s puck handling, skating, shooting—whatever—their competitiveness and their intellect will find ways to overcome it.


The challenge for this generation of coaches is to figure out the best ways to make that happen. Again, we have to understand how athletes learn. If we can answer that question, we’ve got a much better chance to develop those essential skills that we look for in our athletes.


In youth sports, we have a tendency to want to create false environments. We stage situations that might not accurately simulate the resistance that they’re going to see in a game. If you want to practice or train decision-making, awareness, anticipation, and those types of intellectual skills, you have to create activities in practice that closely resemble the demands of the game itself.


The counterargument to that would be: Why don’t we just play five-on-five games all the time in practice? The issue is that if you start tracking touches or the amount of times a player has the opportunity to receive a pass and give a pass, it’s very limited. Instead, you can create a practice environment where you can organize activities that replicate the demands of the sport from a pressure standpoint, so that you’re practicing the intellectual skills. That way the players get opportunities to possess the puck, protect the puck, pass and receive, shoot the puck, and work on one-timers, combining both the physical and intellectual aspects that are so important.


Unfortunately, this also leads to a place where we often falter, especially at the younger ages. We never graduate beyond this false environment where all we do is isolate skills, never graduate to the point where we start to train the skills within activities that reflect how the game is really played.


When you think about how kids grow up today, it is in a very structured environment. For the most part, they’re told what to do from the time they get up in the morning and brush their teeth until the time they go to bed at night. Almost every activity that today’s kids participate in includes some sort of parental involvement or oversight.


When I was a kid, we grew up in an environment away from the analytical eyes of adults. With both of my parents working, I would come home to my grandmother each night after school. She would say, “Just be home for dinner,” and we went off to have a street hockey game or baseball game or whatever, with no parents around. I think those experiences shaped me as an athlete because they allowed me the opportunity to explore the game—not just the game we were playing, but different sports. I’ve always been a strong believer that there are certain sports that are developmental in nature, and there’s a lot of carryover and crossover.


I first met Len Zaichkowsky—or “Doc Z,” as we like to call him—when I was a player at BU and he was our sports psychologist and a professor. When I became a young coach in the NHL, he often invited me over to speak to one of his classes, which I always enjoyed. I have so much respect and admiration for his passion for hockey and all sports, helping so many of us young athletes to be our very best.


Doc Z was ahead of his time in studying and promoting the intellectual and emotional aspects of sport. I am very grateful to him, both as a former player for helping me become a pro and as a young coach trying to get better.


That’s why I am so excited about this book, The Playmaker’s Advantage. Any coach who isn’t tuned in to this stuff, in my opinion, is going to fall behind. There just aren’t that many books out there that address these topics. Some are on the brain and learning, others are on coaching and youth sports, but there aren’t very many that connect the dots. That’s where the sweet spot is, where a lot of us are trying to learn and improve. Enjoy this journey into the next frontier of sports performance.





INTRODUCTION



How hard could it be? I was an adult, a dad no less, with a reasonable understanding of the game despite never having played soccer. They were a pack of nine-year-olds, veterans of at least two to three seasons of battle on fields with reduced dimensions and shrunken goals. Besides the color of their jerseys and shoes, they were open to nearly any of my suggestions as to our strategy, tactics, drills, and motivations to get the Saturday-morning win and the red Gatorade that would follow.


As a rookie volunteer coach, I researched and debated the best formation, attacking style, and starting lineups. Just feed my plans and knowledge into their curious heads, and we would surely hoist seven-inch-tall plastic trophies at the end of the season. Armed with a clipboard detailing each drill with its allotted time, I blew the whistle to start my first team practice.


An hour and a half later I realized that young brains vary from adult brains on many levels. So many concepts, so many skills, and so many rules were like foreign language lessons to my future superstars. Explaining to one of them that “you were in an offside position when the ball was kicked” only resulted in a blank stare. My coaching advice to another that “we should not all chase the ball” was similar to saying, “Don’t chase the man handing out free ice cream.”


Putting down my clipboard, I knew the practice had to be redesigned on the fly. I was trying to teach them calculus before they had mastered addition and subtraction. Despite the seemingly logical explanations and directions from me, they kept making the same mistakes. The mental workload was evident in real time on their faces as they struggled to transition from instructions while standing still to decision-making in motion.


Yet, when I rolled out the ball and just let them play, out came flashes of athletic genius. What seemed to be innate skills of anticipation, elusiveness, creativity, and goal scoring suddenly appeared in a few players, but not all. This talent continuum looked much like a bell curve: some kids clearly got it and some didn’t, with the rest somewhere in the middle.


For those who played effortlessly, the game flowed through them. They were at ease on the ball, almost toying with those trying to stop them. Movements were smooth, passes were crisp, decisions were advanced for their age. Athletes like these are the playmakers, the ones that teams are built around. Coaches search for them like lost lottery tickets. Parents dream that their offspring have this sixth sense.


For me, it triggered a lot of questions. What is going on in the brain of each young athlete—especially in the playmakers? How do they learn the thinking, movements, and emotional skills required to succeed in and enjoy their sports at such an early age? How does that body of knowledge grow over time? Why do most kids stay at an average performance level while a few excel to the highest levels of a sport?


Over the last decade, several theories have emerged to explain the elite-versus-novice difference; genetics, ten thousand hours of practice, unequal access to opportunities, and the sheer “luck” of getting an outstanding coach at the right time—these are just a few. While these variables may combine to contribute to an athlete’s growth, more detail is needed to understand why they work. Inherited abilities can provide the gifts of speed, power, and size but do they also offer learning efficiency, better working memory, and perceptual-cognitive maturity? Years of brute-force drills will improve skills, yet there are exceptions on both sides of the equation. Environmental advantages set the table for a rapid rise, but not all privileged kids excel.


As you might have guessed, I believe it all starts with the brain, as does my coauthor, Dr. Leonard (Len) Zaichkowsky. As a professor, researcher, and consultant for almost four decades at Boston University, Len pioneered performance psychology as an interdisciplinary science, integrating the study of the brain with observed behavior. While my curiosity originated as a parent and coach interested in the workings of my players’ growing minds, Len has been asking similar but more rigorous and researched questions across three hundred published academic papers and speeches. Together, we wanted to create a resource, founded in science, that was accessible to millions of athletes, parents, and coaches. We partnered up as a writer and a professor to search, read, and summarize dozens of research studies, interview the scientists who wrote those papers, then validate those findings with today’s best coaches to be sure theory can survive at practice. At the beginning of every interview for this book, we would ask our expert scientist, author, or coach for their definition of “playmaker.” While there were similarities in their answers, each adds a unique context that we knew we had to share with you. We picked a cross section of these definitions and added them to the ends of several chapters.


While you will find our collective voice throughout the chapters, Len will provide his unique perspective based on his lifetime of research and consulting on these topics, in the sections affectionately named “Doc Z’s Brain Waves.”


So, What’s Going On?


Every action we take on the playing field, court, or rink originates with an instruction handed down through the central nervous system to the individual muscles. Millions of signals happen effortlessly and mostly unconsciously until something goes wrong. A bad pass, a missed tackle, or a forgotten assignment triggers instant awareness within us, no doubt because of the immediate reaction from our coach and negative reinforcement from our fans.


A sporting competition comes down to the sum of our neural decisions stacked up against our opponent’s overall total. Assuming physical preparation is equal, if we make correct choices to pass, shoot, and defend, then we will prevail. If they consistently outthink us, it won’t matter if we can bench-press more weight or run a faster forty-yard dash: we may win the battle of conditioning but lose the war on the field.


Moreover, there is a difference between raw physical readiness and expert motor skills. A finely tuned world-class physique cannot weave a puck through four defenders or place a ball in the top corner of the goal without the intricate set of commands needed from the brain. Yet, we spend a disproportionate amount of time trying to grow muscle and increase speed when the payoff would be much greater by focusing on cognitive instructions and decision-making quickness.


Of course, the science of strength and conditioning is well researched and documented. However, the science of the brain is still at a fundamental level insofar as how we learn skills, how we perceive our environment, and how we make fast decisions. We are still learning why some of us can’t master a move, why we miss obvious cues, and why we end up making poor choices on the field. To be blunt, the cognitive side of sports is hard.


This book is our attempt to dig deeper into this unfamiliar territory between the ears. To limit the possible universe, we will focus on team-based sports even though individual sports have similar questions. And while these concepts can help all athletes, much of our discussion will be centered on aspiring playmakers ages ten to twenty-two. Their natural development within the mega youth sports machine provides a useful observatory to assess different paths and approaches.


As coaches and parents, we are primarily teachers. But before we can teach, it would help to understand our students as learning creatures whose web of neural connections is forming and fragile. Once understood better, this cognitive domain offers the next big leap in training, as it is the emerging athlete’s only remaining unconquered curriculum. To borrow from the title of the book by Swen Nater and Ronald Gallimore about UCLA basketball coach John Wooden, “You haven’t taught until they have learned.”


Our journey through this material answers two fundamental questions:


• What does it take to become a playmaker and why don’t current coaching methods, thousands of hours of practice, and inherited abilities always produce the necessary underlying skills?


• What is “athlete cognition” and how can it be identified, measured, and improved?


Part One: The Playmaker’s Foundation


Despite research that identifies the perceptual-cognitive tiebreakers of athletic skill, not all youth sports organizations have recognized this advantage and the age-appropriate education that is required to keep kids engaged. While the trend of kids’ participation is down, a few innovative sports have reinvented their long-term player development models and coaching education to add cognitive development as a key component. We’ll take a look at how these changes have boosted their participation numbers while other sports decline.


To get to a new level of elite performance, we must first be clear on what being an “elite” playmaker means. While we don’t all aspire to be world-class, we need to understand in greater depth what specific advantages a playmaker has over the average player. In individual, time-based sports like swimming, track, and cycling, the fastest person wins. Winning enough races of increasing quality sets a clear path to world-class. However, in team sports, our teammates, our opponents, and even the officials can dictate overall team success that may lead to individual glory. Teasing out the qualities of a playmaker requires clever comparison studies. We’ll take a look at two approaches, named “expert performance” and “component skills,” that put experts and novices side by side in sport-specific and everyday life tasks, to see where the differences lie.


Once we have defined our target of high performance, there are still limits to current preparation techniques. Physical training is necessary and often makes the difference between athletes. Strength, endurance, speed, and agility provide the foundation layer on which sport-specific skills are built. Yet, the diminutive Lionel Messi is as good if not better than the Adonis-like Cristiano Ronaldo. Stephen Curry can win MVP awards alongside LeBron James despite giving up six inches and sixty pounds.


Faster and stronger are important in team sports but not always required. And in spite of the advanced science of conditioning, nutrition, and recovery, there are few athletes in the top leagues of football, basketball, or hockey who play the entire game. Preparation of the body is essential, but there are physiological limits to improvements. Despite overflowing rivers of data analytics and physical metrics, there is still a need to measure cognitive competitiveness that, at the end of the day, contributes the most to winning.


Unless it’s the brain that is ultimately holding us back. Research from Samuele Marcora and others blames our mental self-preservation as the limiting factor to new standards of physical achievement. This circuit breaker in our heads protects us from ourselves before our bodies completely shut down. However, Marcora contends that this thermostat could be slowly adjusted upward to reach beyond any current plateau.


Part Two: The Playmaker’s Cognition


Whether it be through acquired skills or inherited abilities, there must be something more—intelligence that weaves together rules, tactics, emotions, and actions during real-time competition. Often described as a sixth sense, field vision, automaticity, or even intuition, we can’t quite get a grip on this collection of actionable knowledge. When young players jump up to the next level, they can be overwhelmed with the speed of the game. But over time and after many mistakes, things begin to “slow down,” a sure sign that their awareness, familiarity, and decision-making have sped up to the new normal of competition.


Bridging the gap between declarative sports knowledge (what to do) and procedural knowledge (how to do it), athlete cognition provides a self-awareness, or metacognition, of an athlete’s relative sports knowledge and expertise. Deconstructing athlete cognition is the goal of Part Two, where we will dive into the three actions of search, decide, and execute to describe perception, decision-making, and skill acquisition.


Of course, if coaches could bottle athlete cognition, they would mix it in with their team’s pregame sports drink. It is often labeled a “gift”: being able to consistently find the “right” pass by “reading” the action and staying just a few steps ahead of the opponent. When it works well, everyone recognizes it. This mysterious vision has to start somewhere in the brain, relying on instant access to the memories of thousands of strangely similar situations.


Collectively known as perception, being able to constantly monitor the locations and motions of both teammates and opponents requires trained eyes, including peripheral vision, multiple object tracking, near-far focus, and depth perception. While vision provides about 70 percent of the data we use for analysis, the brain also uses hearing and touch to fill in the blanks that our eyes can’t provide. Listening for an approaching defender or sensing pressure from behind requires proprioceptive awareness gained over many seasons.


Pulling off the perfect pass or technically proficient tackle is preceded by the split-second decision to act. How did the player find and choose that particular teammate for the pass? What mental processes anticipated and recognized the path of a ball carrier before the go/no-go decision to make the tackle? How did the tennis player know where to place the ball, and at what speed, so the other team could not return it?


Leading up to each of the thousands of decisions during a game, an athlete needs to cycle through a repeating analysis of hundreds of past situations. This starts with anticipation and pattern recognition to be one step ahead of the play by correctly guessing opponent intentions and movements. Of course, these guesses are quickly confirmed as the senses feed visual, auditory, and tactile data to the brain.


This repeated perception-action loop always ends with a decision, good or bad. Some choices are easy for athletes to pick, while the vast majority lies in gray areas. What is the “right” decision in an intricate sequence of passes or volleys? If it leads to a goal, the player is praised for being part of the buildup. If it stops with an interception, the pass is graded as a mistake. If our job is to improve decision-making during the game, we need decision-making statistics to measure progress. We’ll take a look at the current research in sports and other fast-paced environments requiring multiple quick judgments.


We will then enter the murky waters of motor skill acquisition, which often requires years of practice to perfect. Despite each sport’s specific demands, they frequently share common, generalized skills. Passing a football, kicking a soccer ball, pitching a baseball, shooting a basketball, hitting a tennis ball—all involve aiming and propelling an object at a target, whether the target is stationary or in motion. Tending a goal in soccer, hockey, and lacrosse has a common objective of blocking that object from its intended path. Eluding a defender and chasing a ball carrier are two sides of the same coin.


When athletes have weaknesses in any of these skills, we can blame the motor commands from the brain. Muscles, ligaments, and bones follow directions just as computer hardware follows instructions from software. Of course, the human brain is more complex than a computer, but the metaphor still holds.


Coaches often focus on the tactical elements of their sports, correcting just the obvious flaws they see in motor skill form. Still, some players shoot and pass more accurately, while others are better at avoiding defenders in the open field. Understanding the learning processes involved in executing these skills should provide training opportunities to elevate the level of above average players to elite performance. Playing multiple sports provides opportunities for the brain to merge and generalize these motor skills to adapt to varied environments, and serves as an argument against early single-sport specialization.


Part Three: The Playmaker’s Commitment


Athletes, particularly young ones, are not soulless robots. They have feelings, egos, pride, and emotions that constantly influence their actions. Why do most players give up when others persevere during critical game situations? Do the best performers have a different attitude that pushes them through the long, frustrating years of practice? Psychological research on adolescents is pointing to behavioral traits as keys to success. Would it serve coaches to watch for and train these personality features just as intently as physical performance metrics?


Just as they are not robots, developing athletes—whether in grade school, high school, or college—also don’t live in a vacuum. Parents, coaches, teammates, and opponents put enormous pressure and influence on an athlete’s identity and will to succeed. Well-intentioned “encouragement” from the sidelines, be it positive or negative, disrupts a player’s automated sport cognition flow, creating just enough hesitation to lose the moment. Coaches even have a label of a “good practice player” for those whom they cannot count on in important game situations.


Parents are being bombarded with new neuropsychological concepts such as mindset, grit, flow, and choking that define the underlying commitment to prevail in tough times and the fortitude to thrive in the big moments of competition. We will look at how these ideas mesh with athlete cognition to describe the complete profile of a playmaker.


The playmaker is made on the training ground. But there is confusion among parents and coaches as to the best format and quantity of the hours and hours of practice that young athletes endure. We’ll talk to researchers and coaches about what the latest science says about the right learning environment. Then it’s time to compete with all of the pressure that game time brings. Will a playmaker deliver a clutch performance or a choking nightmare? Research in both areas, influenced by the concept of flow and automaticity, can tell us how to manage players in the heat of battle.


Even an adequate amount of practice can’t always explain greatness. Elite status can be reached by some athletes years before the population average, while a lifetime of effort does not guarantee reaching the top of the performance pyramid. In fact, recent research by David Z. (“Zach”) Hambrick and others has shown that the number of hours in training explains part of an athlete’s expertise but not all of it.


Traditional coaching styles can also limit individual progression. The curse of “hand-me-down” coaching (repeating what has always been done) may gain acceptable team results but rarely wins championships. To be sure, the brain of a twelve-year-old differs from that of a seventeen-year-old, which differs from an adult’s. Understanding the cognitive development of emerging athletes helps coaches better organize age-appropriate practices to realize the biggest return at each training. The learning needs of a U10 soccer team are drastically different from those of a high school varsity team, yet many U10 coaches model what and how high school coaches teach.


In the same way, teaching kids the many details of a sport requires unique methods to match their learning styles. Just lining them up for redundant drills and yelling at their mistakes may not get the results we’re looking for. Without understanding what’s going on in their brains, it is hard to practice “cognitive coaching” to make lessons stick.


If there is a better way to teach skills or embed tactics into a player’s brain, why don’t coaches use these techniques? Might it be as simple as a lack of coach education? Just as evidence-based medicine helps physicians apply the latest research-driven protocols into their practices, evidence-based coaching provides new and more efficient ways to educate athletes using brain-based learning methods.


Still, inertia and the underlying aversion to embarrassment are the most likely dampers on a coach’s use of creative ideas and technology. Ignorance or a simple lack of awareness of a better way may also play a role. Being able to copy successful pioneering coaches is often enough to arrive at the tipping point of a paradigm shift. Given that bias, we’ll take a look at some of the coaching mavericks out there who bravely experiment with new methods that get results.


Who Is This Book For?


This book isn’t necessarily for the athlete who already makes the “A” team. Rather, it’s meant for all the “B” players whose dreams are just as big. They can hopefully learn to speed up their skill acquisition and deepen their athlete cognition. And for coaches with a bench full of B players, we are confident you will find ideas to get inside their heads so they, too, can enjoy and succeed in the game.


To our fellow parents: We are all too familiar with your desire to give your young athlete every opportunity to improve. We all want our kids to succeed, even if it is partly for our own ego. The ideas in this book aren’t necessarily shortcuts but rather guideposts to finding the most efficient routes to improvement. There’s no sense in putting your son or daughter through hundreds of hours of drills, or telling them to “go practice,” or sending them to yet another expensive sport camp, without understanding their learning process at the highest and lowest levels of cognition.


Our ultimate goal is that youth sports teams don’t have to give up on the potential of nine-year-old athletes, labeling them B players, creating a self-fulfilling path of mediocrity. Instead, coaches and parents will have a new understanding of why those kids currently perform the way they do and have tools and techniques to increase their athlete cognition, their in-game performance, their enjoyment of the sport, and the development of a lifelong appreciation for healthy physical activity. It is our hope that you will be better able to understand whether you as a parent or coach are providing what stress guru Dr. Hans Selye called “eustress” (good, healthy, challenging pressure) or “distress” (negative stress, unhappiness, and lack of motivation).


Our focus has been on team sports for young athletes. But, in addition, if you the parent are a B-level weekend warrior and want to up your own game, athlete cognition will serve you well, too. And athlete cognition even transcends sports altogether. The cognitive skills learned by young athletes can cross over to their daily academic and social lives as well. This is no small thing. Faster perception and information processing in the brain translates across any learning domain. The cognitive skills that allow your child to win on the field can help him ace his test, make friends more easily, and make decisions more clearly. Parents will learn through research examples that the power of athlete cognition will help on the field as well as at home and school.





WHAT IS A PLAYMAKER?


David Epstein, New York Times bestselling author of The Sports Gene: Inside the Science of Extraordinary Athletic Performance and investigative reporter for ProPublica:


I guess it’s subjective, but I think of “playmaker” as different from any other sort of term for excellence. To me, that brings to mind two main things. One is someone who maybe has a more comprehensive view of what’s going on, such that they set up opportunities for not just themselves but also their teammates or set up situations where their teammates are going to be more productive. I think there’s a reason why in an individual sport we wouldn’t call someone a playmaker.


I also think that it suggests to me that it’s also someone who gets better or at least doesn’t deteriorate as the pressure goes up, which I think is very difficult. One of the playmakers I think about is former Chicago Bulls player Dennis Rodman. Aside from whatever people think about his antics off the court, I’ve found him to be an incredibly interesting player. When Dennis Rodman got inducted into the Basketball Hall of Fame, there was a lot of sports talk about whether he deserved it or not because they were saying he wasn’t a well-rounded player. He just didn’t score as much as most of the guys in the Hall of Fame. There were other guys in the Hall of Fame who were less dimensional than he was but scored a lot. Ben Morris did this amazing analysis on him. Rodman grabbed the highest proportion of available rebounds for his era by a lot. Rodman’s a clear outlier.


When he was in the game, even if he wasn’t accumulating stats, he would neutralize the other team’s best rebounder and often their best scorer, and guys on his team would end up scoring a lot closer to the basket. Whatever he was doing, even when he wasn’t scoring, was often in some cases neutralizing one of the other team’s best scorers and rebounders and somehow either distracting them or being annoying so that his own teammates were better able to get into the lane.


So there was a case of a guy where I think you could call him a playmaker, even when he wasn’t the star—when he obviously wasn’t Michael Jordan or Scottie Pippen. To me, it has that connotation of both not deteriorating under pressure but also setting up situations that cause things to happen—for yourself, but also for your teammates.








PART ONE






THE PLAYMAKER’S FOUNDATION





CHAPTER 1






Setting the Playmaker’s Foundation


Kids have a way of sending messages, especially to coaches and parents. Between 2009 and 2014, over 300,000 kids aged six to seventeen stopped playing baseball in the U.S., and roughly 700,000 quit each of basketball, soccer, and football. According to the 2015 Sports and Fitness Industry Association (SFIA) report1 on participation across seventeen team sports in those five years, total participation in youth sports declined from 50.2 million to 45.7 million kids, a 9 percent decline. In addition to the double-digit percentage losses in these four core sports, others were even more dramatic. Track and field was down 10.4 percent, court volleyball declined 21.6 percent, and wrestling dropped a whopping 41.9 percent.


Part of the explanation for this dramatic dip across eleven of the seventeen sports is that multi-sport kids are becoming rarer. The average number of sports played by a young athlete went down by almost 6 percent, with most kids only playing an average of two. Having a sport for every season throughout the year is no longer the norm, as more coaches and parents believe that single-sport specialization is the correct path to elite status.


Quitting a sport is the most dramatic sign that a young athlete is not happy with the quantity and quality of time spent pursuing an elusive, ill-defined goal. Playing the game is one thing. Constant preparation, practice, and pressure to be the best on the team, the best in an age group, the best at ever-higher levels of the sport, can become too much for a developing adolescent.


Yet, that was only half the message in the SFIA report. Beach volleyball participation jumped up 22.6 percent, lacrosse soared by 28.8 percent, and ice hockey exploded by 43.7 percent in the same five years. Even rugby doubled its U.S. youth players from 150,000 to 300,000, not to mention 300,000 new gymnasts. Granted, these sports had a smaller number of participants to start with, but they apparently have found a formula that resonates with kids.


National governing bodies in sport are starting to hear the message loud and clear. Those that listened have added a “player-first” philosophy based on age-appropriate physical and cognitive development paths.


“We’re like a lot of the other [national governing bodies], in that we can see what’s going on from the 30,000-foot level, but it’s hard to get to ice level and have an influence,” Ken Martel, technical director of USA Hockey, told SportsBusiness Daily.2 “The average parent looks around and they go, ‘What we’re doing doesn’t seem right.’ In their gut, they know it’s not right. Why should my 9-year-old in Chicago have to travel to Boston to play in this tournament? All they hear is the loud voice of the youth coach who wants his piece of the glory or the business operation that’s going to take their money because they can convince you that your kid is the next coming.”


So, in 2010, Martel and his USA Hockey peers created the American Development Model3 (ADM), a seven-stage long-term player development plan that identifies goals at each age level. Based on the adage of “Play, Love, and Excel,” the model builds on a progression of participation for all, learning to love the game, then beginning to compete. But the emphasis on games, tournaments, and winning doesn’t begin until later, with no goalies or competitive games until age nine. Playing and loving the sport must come before excelling at it.


Certainly, the long-term objective of the ADM is to keep the most kids in the game until their true talent emerges. Doubling or tripling the sport’s pool of potential stars will only increase the odds of dominant national teams in the future.


“We need to get away from praising talent and start to praise effort,” says an ADM brochure.4 “Praising talent is de-motivating and not really accurate because at young ages it really may not be talent. It’s crucial that, for developmental purposes, we allow kids to develop at their own pace. Kids that excel early tend to be physically more mature. Even six months can make a huge difference.”


Could this focus on fun and learning be the reason for hockey’s 44 percent rise in participation over five years? Probably, but let’s look at another high-growth sport: lacrosse.


“All of the science, all of the data suggests that a sports experience should be tailored to the child’s physical and cognitive development stage,” said Steve Stenersen, CEO of US Lacrosse, in a recent interview.5 “With respect to the [US Lacrosse] American Development Model, the feedback we’re getting from players is it’s fun and they love it. If we can get more youth league administrators and more parents to embrace what’s best for their child and what their child most enjoys, versus ‘Let’s prepare my 8-year-old for his college scholarship,’ that will better position the sport for growth and retention.”


By not pressuring children beyond their normal maturation mile markers, they will stay engaged and excited about continuing to play. Each will have his own timeline, some faster than others, but the long-term goal is to keep more kids in the sport until they reach the later competitive stages.


“It’s part science and part art to develop athletes,” said Dr. Matt Robinson, director of the University of Delaware’s sport management program and International Coaching Enrichment Certificate Program, funded by the USOC and International Olympic Committee.6 “The implementation of ADM in lacrosse is that. There is a logical progression that goes along in the development of an athlete. Just like in school, you’re not teaching 11th-grade math to third-graders. Unfortunately, you have coaches that are well intentioned but are going to say, ‘I’m going to run my practice as we did it in high school.’ It’s just not right. That’s not the logical progression.”


Lessons from Stanley Cup Champions


In a presentation7 at the 2015 USA Hockey High Performance Symposium, veteran NHL player and head coach Mike Sullivan, who was behind the bench for back-to-back Stanley Cup wins with the Pittsburgh Penguins in 2015–16 and 2016–17, named the four characteristics that he looks for in an elite player prospect: competitive spirit, functional intelligence, puck possession skills, and speed, both physical and mental.


In explaining functional intelligence, Sullivan believes that “players at the elite level think the game fast, in a timely fashion, faster than their peers. This might be the hardest thing to recognize in players because you’re evaluating their decisions with and without the puck.” And while skating speed is an obvious and often genetic quality, speed of information processing can be equally powerful. “Speed of mind is your ability to recognize situations and your awareness away from the puck.”


Having identified his ideal player, Sullivan then went on to give a forty-five-minute primer on skill acquisition, including a briefing on the myelination process in the brain, and theories of decision training to a room full of hockey coaches.


“Let the game be the teacher,” Sullivan advised. He encouraged training in the context of hockey in a top-down manner—rather than the often-used bottom-up approach—to better grow the neural connections for the sport as a whole, resulting in longer-term learning and higher-quality decision-making. “Instead of teaching skills in isolated, artificial drills, the athlete is placed in contexts that provide them with the ‘big picture,’ ” Sullivan said.


Clearly, when a two-time Stanley Cup–winning head coach is studying and promoting a brain-based approach to player development, the age of athlete cognition has arrived. Of course, it helps to see it personified every day in one of his players at the PPG Arena in downtown Pittsburgh.


Since being selected first in the 2005 NHL Draft as an eighteen-year-old dubbed “the Next One,” Sidney Crosby has captained the Penguins to three Stanley Cup wins, including two with Sullivan as head coach. Despite two injury-plagued seasons and one shortened by the NHL lockout, Crosby scored his 1,000th career point in 2017 in only his 757th career regular season game, making him the twelfth fastest to get to that mark in NHL history. Add in gold medals from two Olympic Games, a World Championship, a World Cup of Hockey, and a World Junior Championship playing for Team Canada, and it’s no surprise why Wayne Gretzky and Mario Lemieux, two iconic Hall of Famers, agree that Crosby is the best in the game today.


“Just like Wayne was when he played, he’s the hardest-working guy out there. Whether it’s at practice or a three-on-three game at practice, he wants to win, he wants to be the best,” said Lemieux.


“Right now, Crosby is the best player, and you have to earn your stripes,” confirmed Gretzky. “Until somebody knocks him off the castle, that’s the way it’s going to be.”8


A common definition of “playmakers” that you’ll find throughout this book is that they are those athletes who make their teammates better. Jake Guentzel can attest to that after being on the ice with the ultimate playmaker. During the 2016–17 season, as a twenty-two-year-old, third-round-draft-pick rookie, Guentzel was tossed into the fire as one of Crosby’s line mates. Called up in January of the 2016–17 season from Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, the Penguins’ AHL affiliate, Guentzel’s sixteen goals and seventeen assists in forty NHL games were surprising for a player coming out of the University of Nebraska Omaha, not exactly known to be a hockey hotbed.


But it was the 2017 Stanley Cup playoffs that put the Crosby mentoring magic on full display. From intentionally placing the rookie’s locker next to his own to pairing up with him for pregame warm-ups, Crosby saw an opportunity to mold a young player. After they both lifted the Stanley Cup on the road in Nashville, it was the Crosby-Guentzel pairing that made the headlines. Of the thirteen goals that Guentzel scored in the playoffs, Crosby assisted on five of them.9 The rookie returned the favor assisting on three of Crosby’s goals.


Still in the afterglow of a cup-winning season, Guentzel added that Crosby’s playmaking skills are just part of the complete player. “Obviously, I’m pretty lucky right now,” he told us after a preseason training session. “Day in and day out, whether it’s on ice or off ice, you see the work effort he has and his drive to be the best at everything he does. It’s the little things you take from him. I’m benefiting from the plays he sees that most of us don’t see. When you play with a guy like that, you just try to get open and he’ll find you. He’s got that hockey sense that not many of us have. At first you’re nervous, always asking, ‘Where’s Sid?’—but one of the things he communicates is to not pass too much but just play your game and do what got you here.”10


Sullivan agrees that the great ones, like Crosby, do indeed make their teammates better. “I think he’s a guy that is very complementary. Regardless of who we put him with, he has the ability to adapt his game to the players that play with him,” said Sullivan. “I think one of the things that allows our young kids to play with Sid is how he interacts with these guys. He’s very encouraging. He’s very supportive, and these guys, they so look up to him for what he’s accomplished in the game and the player and the person that he is that they’ll go through a wall for him.”11


Sitting down with us in Sullivan’s office between preseason workouts, Crosby reflected on what he had learned from a dozen seasons fulfilling all of the high expectations. When we asked him point-blank how he would define a playmaker, his answer showed the unselfishness that he’s known for.


“I think just somebody who is able to create things, whether that’s for themselves or for somebody else around them. Maybe just a subtle play that ends up turning into a play later on. I don’t think it necessarily has to be the primary play. I just think a playmaker [is someone] who is able to create things in different ways.”12


Growing up in Cole Harbour, Nova Scotia, whatever sport was in season, he was playing it. “I played tons of sports in school: basketball, volleyball, track, cross-country, everything. I played hockey in the winter, baseball in the summer. I loved it. It’s pretty unique. Our hockey coach was actually our baseball coach, and we had a lot of the same guys playing hockey as we did baseball. So it was a lot of fun growing up with the same guys all the time.”


He is not a fan of early, single-sport specialization and didn’t go full-time in hockey until he was well into his teens. “I was only on the ice twice a week in the wintertime, usually two practices and maybe one or two games and that was it. Every day was not the thing. I think the first time I was ever on the ice every day during hockey season was when I went to Shattuck–St. Mary’s School [in Faribault, Minnesota] when I was fifteen.”13


Even if a young athlete shows promise in one sport, as Crosby clearly did with hockey, he knows that participating with multiple teams and coaches helps to round out developing personalities.


“I just think it’s important to play other sports for a lot of different reasons. I think it’s good for you mentally. If you’re really good in one sport but maybe you’re not so good in the other, you see a different perspective. You might have to be a little bit more of a better teammate or you might not play as much. You see it from a different viewpoint there. Across all the different sports, one thing translates into the other. You hear from different coaches who give a different perspective on how they teach and things like that. There’s a lot to be said for it, whether you move on to play professionally or life in general. I like the discipline they create and, in the case of team sports, the comradery.”


Of course, millions of kids play multiple sports, but eventually they all come to a fork in the road, deciding if they are going to pursue their dream in just one of them. Crosby knows that when that time comes, the commitment must come directly from the athlete.


“As a kid, it’s important to enjoy what you are doing. If you don’t have a passion for what you’re doing, it’s only going to be more difficult. When you genuinely enjoy a sport, it makes the tough times easier. Everyone has those times where it’s not necessarily the most fun skating for a half hour after practice or dryland training, but from a kid’s point of view, I think that’s important. I’m glad my parents introduced me to so many different sports from the start.


“If you do commit to it, you commit to it. It’s like anything in life. You make that decision. There’s so many lessons you can take from sports that apply to life. If you understand that, then you’re going to get something out of the sport, regardless if you end up playing professionally or not.”14


It is during those intense training sessions that the body and brain come together, forming the command-and-response pairing that is called on when needed in a game.


“I know that I need to put myself in situations where I’m challenging my hands, challenging my feet, and ultimately that’s going to challenge my mind, because I’ve got to make decisions while I’m doing all those things at high speeds or when I’m challenged with the stick handle to do things.


“It’s an interesting conversation, because it’s like we can go up there and pass the puck around, and we can feel good, but are we getting better? We can go tape to tape for an hour, but I haven’t really challenged my ability to learn or I haven’t gotten any better. I’ve just done something and felt good about it. Is that better than going out there and making five mistakes, not feeling like I did good, but maybe there is some adaptability there because I have challenged myself a little bit? So I think there’s a fine line. I think there’s something to be said about feeling good, but you also have to challenge yourself and find some way to improve and adapt. So it’s kind of finding that difference.


“The way I look at it is pretty simple. As long as I’m learning and I’m in situations where I’m adapting, then I feel like I’m getting better. I’m challenging myself. The best time to take advantage of that is in the summer, just because during the season you’re more team focused on things you’re going to do structure-wise and who you’re playing against.”15


While most observers would argue that he’s mastered hockey skills, there is still an elusive sports skill that requires a completely different mindset from him.


“Golf! The funny thing about golf to me is that in hockey I feel like you do all of your practice actually in practice. So, when you play, you just play. In golf I still haven’t got that, because I feel like there’s that preparation before you swing, a practice swing, and I don’t like that. I like to either practice or play. I have a hard time combining both.”16


Learning to Move


Even though Istvan Balyi was speaking to a golf audience at PGA Canada’s 2014 annual general meeting, his analogy still translates across all sports. “I learned this from Jesuit priests in Ireland. If you want to teach Latin to Johnny, you have to know Latin and obviously, you have to know Johnny,” Balyi said in a presentation launching Golf Canada’s Long-Term Player Development Guide: Version 2.0.17 A worldwide expert in player development, Balyi, whose ideas formed the foundation of the US Lacrosse model as well as several other international sport governing bodies, points out the development issues that arise from kids living in an adult world.


“So, instead of Latin, if you want to teach golf to Johnny, you have to know golf and you have to know Johnny. We know golf very well but we do not know Johnny or Jane from age six to sixteen,” Balyi observed. “Superimposing adult programs on young developing athletes doesn’t work.”


When it comes to this development learning curve, we literally need to walk before we can run. Balyi and his collaborators use the term “physical literacy” to define the core neuromechanical inventory of movements that are the building blocks of athletes. Beginning at about age six, most kids are ready to learn basic motor skills. Without those basic motor commands in their inventory, young athletes struggle to grasp the more complicated combinations of intent-driven, specialized motions of their chosen sport. By building the underlying athlete first, the sport-specific player can emerge from a solid foundation of skills including throwing, catching, jumping, and running, among others. Trying to force kids into skills above their developmental age will only frustrate and confuse them to the point of quitting.


Tom Farrey realized this disconnect after explaining to parents across the country what a mess youth sports had become. In his 2008 book, Game On: The All-American Race to Make Champions of Our Children,18 Farrey, a veteran ESPN journalist, investigated the alarming stories from the front lines of the teams, leagues, academies, and camps that promote early sport specialization but often just result in early burnout.


“I did the lecture tour and at each stop, people—parents, coaches, academics, industry and sport leaders—would say, ‘Thanks for telling us how we got into this mess. Now how do we get out of it?’ ” Farrey said19 in an interview in the SFIA’s 2016 Trends in Team Sports report. “People clearly wanted solutions.”


With help from the Aspen Institute, funded by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, in 2013 Farrey launched Project Play, an initiative built to answer such questions. After herding more than three hundred experts, coaches, and parents across a two-year series of meetings, Farrey and Project Play released their state-of-the-playing-field report, Sport for All, Play for Life: A Playbook to Get Every Kid in the Game.20


The Project Play road map asks youth sports organizations to consider eight defining strategies for their athletes, at least up to age twelve:


• Ask kids what they want.


• Reintroduce free play.


• Encourage sports sampling.


• Revitalize in-town leagues.


• Think small.


• Design for development.
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“Any coach that isn't tuned into this stuff . . . is going to fall behind.” —MIKE SULLIVAN
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