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FROM THE SERIES EDITOR

Football is America’s passion, so it is not surprising
that football is the number-one high school partici-
patory sport among boys. And increasingly, girls are
enjoying the game. 

For youth, high school, and college players, it is a
game loved for its challenge and competition.
Parents watch their children play, and coaches help
teach the game. But no matter the level of involve-
ment, all agree that football must be played safely.  

The NFL and the NFL Players Association have
developed this Youth Football Health and Safety
series to promote the awareness of health issues
related to sports participation and to maximize the
safety of young athletes. Play Safe! is a series of
four books containing relevant and practical articles,
along with instructional posters distributed to
school programs and youth football organizations.
It is designed to help parents and coaches maximize
the benefits of football for young competitors while
minimizing the risks.

Four subject areas are discussed in this series: 
First Aid 
Communication and Awareness
Strength and Conditioning
Health Concerns For Young Athletes

Respectively, the information for this series is
provided by highly respected experts from:

• The American Red Cross,
• The Institute for the Study of Youth Sports at

Michigan State University
• The National Athletic Trainers Association, and
• The American College of Sports Medicine. 

In developing this program, the National Football
League and NFL Players Association are proud to
have enlisted the expertise of these four leading
organizations in the field of health and medicine.
For the first time, these nationally renowned organi-
zations have pooled their knowledge and informa-
tional resources to create an aggressive and exciting
series to help educate young football players,
coaches, and parents on the subjects of health and
safety in football. The information will allow coach-
es and parents to advise players how to Play Safe!
as well as optimize their enjoyment and perform-
ance. 

Topics include important areas such as: immediate
recognition of injury and response to emergencies,
psychological management, instructional tech-
niques, training and conditioning techniques, and
pregame meal preparation and proper nutrition.

All of us involved with this worthwhile project
appreciate the enthusiastic support and love of the
game expressed by its fans. We are committed to
working with our partners to ensure that young
football players continue to Play Safe!

Barry Goldberg,M.D.,
series editor
Dr. Barry Goldberg is the Director of
Sports Medicine, Yale University
Health Service, and Clinical
Professor of Pediatrics,
Yale University School of Medicine.

Notice: Sports medicine is an ever-changing specialty. As research and clinical experience broadens, changes
in the scope of information on medical treatment, conditioning, nutrition, etc. are always occurring. The
authors, editors, and publishers of this publication have reviewed the presented information and feel it is in
accord with current standards at the time of publication. However, in view of the possibility of human error
or changes in the current informational standards, neither the authors, editors or publisher, or any party
who has been involved in the preparation of this publication warrants that the information contained herein
is in every respect accurate or complete, and they disclaim all responsibility for any errors or omissions or
for the results obtained from the information contained in this publication. Readers are encouraged to 
confirm the information with other sources and remain aware of any future advances in sports medicine.



3

From Michigan State University  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .4

The Football Program . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .5

Characteristics of a Successful Youth Football Program  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .6

Fun—The Essential Ingredient in Youth Football . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .8

The Real Meaning of Winning  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .10

Sportsmanship  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .12

The Growing, Maturing Athlete . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .14

Building Self-Confidence and Self-Esteem  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .16

Mental Elements of Youth Football  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .18

Assisting Athletes With Time Management  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .20

Coaching the early- and Late-Maturing Athlete  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .22

Helping Athletes Cope With Competitive Stress . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .26

Helping Athletes Deal With Injuries  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .28

The Athlete at Risk of Dropping Out  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .30

Dealing With Substance Abuse and Chemical Dependency  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .32

Effective Instructional Techniques  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .34

How to Organize Effective Practices  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .36

Effective and Appropriate Teaching Techniques . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .38

Effective Goal Setting  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .40

Rewards and Incentives  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .43

Effective and Appropriate Discipline Techniques  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .45

Essential Qualities and Competencies of Coaches  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .47

Qualities of a Successful Coach . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .48

Developing a Coaching Philosophy  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .50

Effective Communication  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .52

Motivating Youth Football Players  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .54

Building Team Unity, Harmony, and Cohesiveness  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .55

Resolving Conflicts  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .57

Dealing With Overly Aggressive Behavior  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .59

Harassment and the Abuse of Power  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .61

Roles and Responsibilities of Parents  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .63

The Parent as Coach . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .64

Youth and Scholastic Football Parents  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .66

Dealing With Parents  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .68

Dealing With One-Parent Families  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .70

TABLE OF CONTENTS



4

FROM MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY

PERSONAL AND SOCIAL DIMENSIONS OF COACHING YOUTH FOOTBALL

These essays address the personal and social skills
that should be possessed or acquired by people
coaching young athletes. Parents, administrators, and
children expect youth sports to enhance the athletes’
social, mental, and physical development. Scientific
evidence supports the widely held belief that youth
sports, if properly conducted, are an excellent arena
for teaching the life skills that are essential to healthy,
productive citizenship. However, a significant gap
exists among the suggested knowledge, skills, and
values needed by coaches and the incorporation of
these competencies into lessons on America’s playing
fields.

The articles fall into five categories. The first group,
The Football Program, describes the type of pro-
gram most likely to attract and retain young players. 

The second, The Growing and Maturing
Athlete, explains how young athletes of the same
age may differ in size, maturity, experience, and abili-
ty. The articles explain how to spot these differences
and what steps coaches need to take to incorporate
developmentally appropriate experiences into daily
practices.

Effective Instructional Techniques addresses
organizing practices and teaching for maximum

effectiveness. These essays reflect the experience and
knowledge of individuals who have coached at the
youth and scholastic levels for much of their profes-
sional careers. 

The fourth section, Essential Qualities and
Competencies of Coaches, calls on practical experi-
ence and scientific information that is relatively new
in its application to youth sports. Knowledge of such
topics as positive coaching, motivation, team unity,
resolving conflicts, and sexual harassment are essen-
tial ingredients for coaching success.

Finally, Roles and Responsibilities of Parents
addresses the special challenges coaches face as they
negotiate the interaction between parents/guardians
and the child’s sports experience. Changing family
structures complicate this relationship. Of concern are
the special considerations arising in one-parent
homes, families with divided residences, and situa-
tions in which both parents work outside the home.

Together, these articles alert the coach to the many
dimensions of coaching not commonly discussed in
manuals. The supplemental materials—listed at the
conclusion of each essay—suggest resources for
coaches who wish to learn more about specific topics.

The Institute for the Study of Youth Sports at Michigan State University in East Lansing, Michigan,
is a nationally recognized leader in the study of competitive athletics and athletics’ influence on
children. The Institute’s coaching education programs are distributed throughout the United States.
Other distinctive activities include the Institute’s role in developing national standards for athletic
coaches and completing commissioned reports for such prestigious organizations as the Carnegie
Foundation, the Sporting Goods Manufacturer’s Association, USA Hockey, and the Skillman Foundation.
All writers are members of the institute for the study of youth sports at michigan state university
unless otherwise noted.





Success in youth football is determined by more
than won-lost records. Principles such as organiza-
tion, the health and safety of athletes, and coach-
ing philosophy have equal or greater importance.
Seven key components of successful youth football
programs are: 

❶Youth-centered coaching philosophy
A successful youth football program places the

interests of the players ahead of winning. Structure
your program to maximize the benefits and mini-
mize the risks of participating in football.

Successful youth football programs are based on time-honored
organizational principles. The following seven ingredients are
essential components of such programs.

SEAN P. CUMMING, Ph.D.

■ Your coaching philosophy needs to emphasize the interests
of the players over winning.

■ Create a sound program to ensure the welfare of
your athletes.

■ An informed coach provides the most qualified
adult leadership.

■ Teaching based upon developmental progression is a
coach’s primary responsibility.

■ Consistency and stability result from meticulous
organization.

■ The roles of parents and the community as supporters 
have to be defined.

■ The program needs to be conducted in an environment that
promotes safety and fair play.

6

Select drills that involve 3-5
players at a time. Players learn
little by waiting in lines.

Personal equipment checks are
the responsibility of each
player. Any faulty equipment
must be reported to the coach.

CHARACTERISTICS OF A SUCCESSFUL YOUTH FOOTBALL PROGRAM

W H A T  C O A C H E S  S H O U L D  K N O W
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Youth Football: A Complete Handbook. J.Cvengros, Cooper Publishing Group.
Coaching Football Successfully. B. Reade, Human Kinetics Publishers.
PACE, Program for Athletic Coaches Education Handbook. V. Seefeldt, M.A. Clark, E.W. Brown, Cooper Publishing Group.
Football Coaching Strategies. G. Teaff, Human Kinetics Publishers.

❷Infrastructure based on the
athletes’ welfare

Staff, players, and parents need to know what
behavior is—and is not—appropriate. Establish a
policy regarding the health, safety, and development
of your players. This policy statement addresses such
issues as the conduct of players and coaches, rules
that the team needs to obey, and requirements to
protect the health and safety of the athletes. These
policies need to be available to all coaches, adminis-
trators, and parents.
❸Qualified adult leadership
A competent coach is a well-informed coach.
Take every opportunity to educate yourself. Encourage
your staff to do the same. A knowledgeable coach
understands conditioning, nutrition, psychology,
growth, and first aid—plus the rules, techniques, and
strategies of football. Sources of information include
coaching clinics, books, the Internet, and other
coaches.
❹Select drills and strategies that are 

appropriate
Teach the fundamental skills of football with
enthusiasm. Players need to master the
fundamentals of football before they attempt more
complex skills or strategies. Keep offensive and
defensive schemes simple. Players learn more
quickly when they are presented with strategies and
drills that match their developmental levels.
When selecting drills, ask the
following questions:
■ Is the drill too physically demanding?
■ Is the drill or scheme too complex for the

players to understand?
■ Does the drill maximize time on task?
■ Is the drill unnecessarily risky for players? 

➎Organize to promote consistency
and stability

A team that fails to prepare is a team preparing to
fail. Staff and players need to prepare for practices
and competitions. Coaches can anticipate and pre-

pare for problems both on and off the field. Among
the most common problems are injuries to players,
broken or lost equipment, inclement weather
conditions, and cancelled games or practices.
❻Define roles for parents and

community supporters
Make the program part of the community. Hold a
preseason meeting for parents. Share with them the
program’s philosophy. Encourage parents and
community members to become involved. Parents
and community members help in a variety of ways.
They can:
■ Become assistant coaches
■ Assume administrative roles such as team

secretary or treasurer
■ Wash team uniforms
■ Hold fund-raising campaigns
■ Host team socials
■ Provide financial assistance for travel,

equipment, or other necessities
■ Practice and encourage good sportsmanship

❼Create an environment that promotes
safety and fair play

On-field administration affects the health and safety
of players. Each program is responsible for
providing well-maintained facilities, adequate
equipment, and appropriate medical care for
participants (when necessary). Be sure to check the
field and equipment before every practice and
game. Delegate responsibilities for these tasks to
staff and volunteers. This on-field safety team looks
out for hazards, including: 
■ Dangerous objects on the field of play—broken 

glass, stones, animal droppings, or metal shards
■ Potholes, metal gratings, benches, and the like
■ Loose padding on goal posts
■ Faulty or ill-fitting equipment

(e.g. helmets, shoulder pads) 
■ They also promote sportsmanship and fair play

by establishing a code of conduct for players,
staff, and parents

“Football is blocking and tackling; everything else is mythology.”     Vince Lombardi



Coaches have ideas about the experiences players
want in football. Players have their ideas, too. When
these two sets of ideas agree, satisfaction results.
When coaches offer what players do not want, there
is dissatisfaction all around. To put the athletes first
and to provide what players want, coaches need to
know and address the reasons for participation in
sports. The top five reasons for playing, stated by
young athletes are: “fun,” “doing something I’m
good at,” “to improve my skills,” “the excitement of
competition,” and “staying in shape.”

Notice that winning is not mentioned, although it
does show up as number 8 on the top 10 reasons
why boys play sports. Thus, coaches who emphasize
winning as the reason for playing football are doing
so inappropriately. Most athletes have fun when they
win, but it cannot be the main emphasis of a youth
sport program. But this list is just a beginning. Ask
your athletes why they want to play football.

The previous list helps coaches understand what to
provide for their players. The following list—the rea-
sons why young athletes drop out of football—tells

■ Most youth and scholastic athletes start playing football
because they want to have fun. They continue playing
because they are having fun. They stop playing football
because they are not having fun.

■ Fun is not simply letting athletes do whatever they want.
Fun involves improving skills, learning new skills, being
with friends, and competing in a safe and
encouraging environment.

■ If you ask them, young athletes will tell you why they are
playing football. Take the time to get to know the players.

It is important to understand why young athletes start playing, continue
playing, and stop playing sports. By knowing what motivates athletes,
coaches can provide players with the experiences they are looking for, and
avoid experiences that prompt athletes to stop playing.

KEVIN A. STEFANEK, M.A., M.S. AND MARTHA E. EWING, Ph.D.
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The five most frequent responses young athletes give as reasons for participating in
or dropping out of football fall under the control of the coach. For that reason,
coaches can measure their success at the end of each season based on:
■ the percentage of athletes who improve their physical, psychological, and social 

skills. 
■ The percentage of current players who will eagerly join a football team next season.

FUN—THE ESSENTIAL INGREDIENT IN YOUTH FOOTBALL

W H A T  C O A C H E S  S H O U L D  K N O W



coaches what to avoid. The top five reasons why
young athletes drop out of football are “not learning
new skills,” “not having fun,” “not feeling a part of
the team,” “not exciting,” and “not getting enough
exercise.”

When coaches provide what young athletes seek,
the reasons for dropping out become moot.

■ To keep youths involved in football:
Emphasize learning new skills and
improving existing ones
Doing the same drill repeatedly is not an effec-
tive way to improve skills. Be creative with drills
and skill building. Talk to other coaches and
read books so that you are able to teach funda-
mental football skills using different techniques
and drills.

■ Have fun
If you are having fun, chances are the team is too.
Laugh with the players and allow them to laugh
with each other and you. Coaches can teach play-
ers that making mistakes is one of the best ways
of learning. Laugh at your own mistakes and
encourage the players to do the same. Create a
positive environment where your players want to
improve and succeed, rather than a negative envi-
ronment where the players are afraid to fail.

■ Maintain a safe environment
Do not allow athletes to become involved in
careless actions, tricks, pranks, hazing, or practi-
cal jokes. These often lead to physical and psy-
chological injuries, and injured players are more
likely to stop playing football.

■ Challenge the athletes with
physical exercises in creative ways
Rather than sprints up and down the field, set up
teams for relays. Guide the players as they make
up specific relay legs. For example, one leg might
be running forward, the next running backward,
and then the bear crawl. Play tag or ultimate
Frisbee rather than running laps to warm-up. 
The result is the same—the athletes condition
anaerobically and aerobically, but the process is
more enjoyable.

■ Give players a sense of belonging
to the team
Treat everyone fairly and equally. Create a low-
stress, team environment. Make sure that all
players know the team goals. Help the players
see how everyone’s role helps achieve team
goals. Provide positive feedback—praise and
encouragement—to players when they do their
part to help the team realize  goals. 

When coaches put players first—by providing the
joy, opportunity, education, excitement, and physi-
cal workout that players are looking for—the ath-
letes are more likely to have positive experiences
and return to play again next season.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
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“Children’s Psychological Development Through Sport.” R.S. Weinberg and D. Gould in Foundations of Sport and Exercise 
Psychology, Human Kinetics Publishing.

“Youth Sport Participation: Is It Simply a Matter of FUN?” L.M. Petlichkoff in Pediatric Exercise Science, 1992, volume 4, 
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Real winning happens when athletes and coaches know they have done their
best to achieve individual and team goals.

ANTHONY MORENO, M.S. AND VERN SEEFELDT, Ph.D. 

“The most interesting thing about this sport, at least to me, is
the activity of preparation—and aspect of preparation for the
games. The thrill isn’t in the winning, it’s in the doing.”

Chuck Noll

■ Winning occurs when each player gives maximum effort for
himself and the team.

■ Striving to win and the pursuit of victory—and not the
final score—are to be the ultimate goals in youth football.

■ Athletes who improve their skills and learn new ones are
winners.

■ Winning, for most athletes, involves a balance between
football, school, family life, other recreational
activities, and religion. 

■ Win-at-all-costs is an attitude that undermines the true
meaning of winning.

■ The terms win and winning usually describe the final
score—the outcome of a game. Coaches need to convince
athletes to give their best effort even when the score is
not in their favor.

■ If youth and scholastic athletes are to enjoy playing
football, winning has to include effort as an important
ingredient. Effort and improvement need to be rewarded.

10

THE REAL MEANING OF WINNING

W H A T  C O A C H E S  S H O U L D  K N O W



Coaches make athletes feel like winners
when they:

■ Praise athletes who listen and respond to
instruction

■ Praise improvements in skill development
■ Praise players who persevere, who do not give

up despite mistakes or losses
■ Acknowledge athletes who understand and cor-

rectly apply a new strategy in a game situation
■ Commend players for assisting others in learn-

ing or improving skills
■ Applaud athletes who suppress their stardom

for the welfare of the team
■ Approve of sportsmanship-like acts and call

such acts to the attention of the team
■ Compliment athletes who take responsibility for

their actions, especially when their actions may
have consequences for the team

■ Recognize athletes who demonstrate emotional
control in difficult situations

Both coach and team lose when players drop out.
Successful football coaches know that when players
drop out, the program loses its influence over them.
The physical, social, and psychological benefits of
football are no longer available to dropouts. On the
other hand, everyone wins when players enjoy the
game and return the next season.

Change a losing environment
into a winning one

Positive coaching includes:
Coaches may have to change their teaching styles
(e.g. eliminate abrupt, aggressive coaching styles).
They need to develop styles more compatible with
the personalities and temperaments of the athletes.
Positive coaching should be the norm.

■ Using players as peer coaches may be less intim-
idating to less skillful, inexperienced players

■ Getting team members to be concerned about
their teammates leads to greater cohesion on
the football field

■ Encouraging athletes to do their best in
practices and games

■ Encouraging players to set personal goals.
Reward them for achieving their goals. This
helps athletes develop a positive attitude.

■ Recognizing effort. Praise athletes who
put out extra effort.

Winning youth or scholastic football programs
have certain characteristics: Players willingly attend
practices; they improve their physical, social, and
psychological skills; and the athletes involved strive
to do their best in practices and games. In situations
where everyone strives for a common cause, win-
ning is a daily occurrence rather than the outcome
of a weekly contest.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
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“In order to have a winner, the team needs a feeling of unity; every player has to
put the team ahead of personal glory.”

Paul (Bear) Bryant

Sportwise: An Essential Guide for Young Athletes, Parents and Coaches. L.J. Micheli, Houghton Mifflin.
Raising a Healthy Athlete. D.G. Avella and T.F. DiGeronim, British American Publishing Company.
Straight Talk About Children and Sport. Canadian Coaching Association.
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Sports do not automatically develop character in athletes. Coaches play an
important role in developing good conduct in athletes.

JENNIFER J. WALDRON, M.Ed. INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF YOUTH SPORTS, MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY
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As legendary Notre Dame coach Knute Rockne once said, “One man practicing good
sportsmanship is far better than 50 others preaching it.” If you cannot control
your behavior, it is unlikely that your athletes will be able to control theirs.

■ The key to being a good sport is to be respectful of self and
others.

■ Coaches can teach good sportsmanship by being a positive
role model and by creating a code of conduct that all
athletes must follow.

■ Examples of good conduct include:

■ shaking hands with opponents after a game 

■ helping an opponent up after a play

■ showing concern for injured opponents

■ accepting all decisions of the referees

■ encouraging less skilled teammates

■ congratulating an excellent effort by opponents

■ Examples of poor conduct include:

■ trash talking ■ causing injury to an opponent on purpose

■ cheating ■ blaming losses on others

■ running up the score against opponents

■ making fun of a teammate’s effort, skill, race, ethnicity,
or size

SPORTSMANSHIP

W H A T  C O A C H E S  S H O U L D  K N O W



Sportsmanship is an important issue facing all people
involved in athletics. Episodes of coaches, parents,
and athletes behaving poorly at sporting events,
including football, are frequently reported in
newspapers and on television. Good sportsmanship
occurs when athletes show respect for opponents,
teammates, coaches, and officials. In other words,
treat others as you would like to be treated.

As with football skills, athletes need to be taught
positive behavior. Coaches have a responsibility to
teach good sport conduct to their athletes. There
are many ways coaches can teach sportsmanship to
players, but the most important way is to exhibit
good conduct. Young players look to their coaches
as role models. Coaches who show respect to
officials and opposing coaches before, during, and
after games can expect their players to do the
same.

During practices and games, it is imperative that
coaches remain under control while interacting with
players, assistant coaches, officials, and opposing
coaches. Parents observing the good sportsmanship
and attitude of their children’s coach soon will
understand the responsibility they have to engage
in good conduct as spectators. 

Coaches should actively teach sportsmanship to
their athletes. Bring examples of the good or poor
behavior of professional or college football players
to practice. Discuss the behavior of these athletes
with your team. 

Set up rules of sportsmanship at the beginning of
the season. These rules must apply to all athletes on
your team in all situations. Reward athletes on your
team who behave as good sports. Punish athletes
who behave as poor sports. If you let poor conduct
happen on your team, you are teaching your
athletes that poor conduct is acceptable.

The following approach was successful for a
youth football coach who wanted to make sure his
players were good sports and respected each player
on the team and the coaches. At the end of each
practice, each player and coach had to shake hands
with all the other players and coaches. This way, no

one left practice with hard feelings and appreciation
was shown for everyone’s hard work and effort.
In summary, try always to:

■ Stress the importance of sportsmanship and 
cooperation at meetings with parents

■ Teach athletes to be responsible for their behavior
■ Teach athletes to be considerate of their teammates

and their opponents when they win and lose
■ Emphasize respecting opponents and officials

whether winning or losing
■ Make sure your athletes know and follow the

rules of football

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING

Sample Parent Good
Conduct Pledge*

I (we) will not allow
ourselves or our families
to engage in poor
sportsmanship.

I (we) will encourage ALL
athletes to put forth
effort and to do their
Best at all times.

I (we) will appreciate all
acts of sportsmanship,
whether from our team or
our opponent.

I (we) will congratulate
all Great plays, whether by
our team or our
opponent.

*adapted from the Michigan High School

Athletic Association

Michigan High School Athletic Association: Sportsmanship: http://www.mhsaa.com/services/smship.html.
Institute for International Sport: National Sportsmanship Day: http://www.international sport.com/nsd/nsd.cfm.
Character Counts: http://www.character counts.org.
Coaching for Character: Reclaiming the Principles of Sportsmanship, C. Clifford and R.M. Feezell, Human Kinetics Publishers.
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COACHING STRATEGIES FOR BUILDING SELF-CONFIDENCE

Successful Performances ■ Focus practices on developing skills
■ Provide opportunities for athletes to measure their 

progress by setting attainable goals
■ Stress personal improvement
■ Set realistic expectations for each athlete to

experience success 

Verbal Encouragement ■ Give technical feedback
■ Affirm your belief in the athlete’s ability
■ Support and encourage your athletes
■ Use positive statements such as “I know you can do 

it!”
■ Say something kind to each player before they leave

practice or the game (position or assistant coaches 
can help with this task)

Role Modeling ■ Show athletes a confident teammate or elite athlete 
whom they can emulate

■ Demonstrate confidence and a positive attitude
■ Show a confident role model who tries hard and

maximizes his ability

Positive Emotions ■ Allow athletes to have fun playing football
■ Decrease athletes’ worries while playing football 

■ Coaches have a responsibility to help athletes maintain
or increase their self-esteem and self-confidence.

■ Coaches can increase the self-confidence of athletes 
by creating successful performances, giving verbal 
encouragement, by being a good role model, and allowing
athletes to have fun in football.

“The beauty of the game of football is that so often you are called upon to do
something beyond your capabilities—and you do it.”

Dub Jones

JENNIFER J. WALDRON, M.Ed. AND MARTHA E. EWING, Ph.D.

BUILDING SELF-CONFIDENCE AND SELF-ESTEEM
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People judge themselves as having good or bad
qualities. These opinions create a person’s sense of
self-worth or self-esteem. Having good self-esteem
means having an attitude of “I am capable and I
can do this.” Through verbal and nonverbal mes-
sages and support, parents shape their child’s self-
esteem. Coaches have a responsibility to help ath-
letes maintain or improve their self-esteem.
Coaches can help increase self-esteem by:

■ Giving athletes opportunities to succeed
■ Helping athletes view themselves as 

important and successful members of the team
■ Showing athletes that you think positively about 

them as people
■ Helping athletes understand that football is about

using their abilities to be the best person they
possibly can

Self-confidence is an ingredient of self-esteem.
Self-confidence is the belief that “I can perform this
task.” Athletes who experience success in football
will feel more confident and be motivated to contin-
ue to play. Athletes who experience failure will feel
less confident and may be less motivated.
Along with the strategies on the preceding
page, coaches can help build athletes’
confidence by doing the following:

■ Greet each athlete as they arrive. This shows 
you are happy they are at practice

■ Make each athlete feel good about being at 
practice and competitions

■ Encourage effort without always focusing on 
the outcome. This allows athletes to feel
successful in football regardless of their ability.

■ Give athletes responsibilities. For example, let a 
different athlete lead stretching drills each practice. 

■ Invite questions. Make sure athletes know they 
can ask questions if they do not understand 
your instruction.

■ Praise athletes for special things that they do. 
This gives them support and shows your belief 
in them as individuals.

Let all athletes know that their value as people

does not depend on wins or losses. Remember,
football is only one part of an athlete’s life. 

After a game, review what went right and what
areas need improvement. Seek information from
the athletes on how they judged their performance.
Explain to the team plans to continue to work for
improvement. Allow all athletes to participate at
times with the first team.

Keeping or increasing an athlete’s confidence is
an important skill in coaching. When athletes feel
confident, they will be motivated to practice and
continue playing football.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
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It’s Just a Game! Youth, Sports, & Self-Esteem: A Guide for Parents. D.J. Burnell, Funagain Press.
“Enhancing Children’s Sport Experiences.” T.D. Orlick and L. Zitzelsberger in Children and Youth in Sport:

A Biopyschosocial Perspective, WCB McGraw-Hill.
“Self-Confidence.” R.S. Weinberg and D. Gould in Foundations of Sport and Exercise Psychology, Human Kinetics Publishers.
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Many things on the football field compete for
young athletes’ attention. Distractions include team-
mates, opponents, officials, parents, coaches, and
the location of the football.
Here are some ways to help young
athletes pay attention:
■ Set up game-like situations in

practice.
Make the practice setting more real. This helps
athletes choose the important cues and ignore
the distractions.

■ Help athletes develop cue words.
Teach them reminder phrases. For example, have
linemen say, “focus on the count.” By doing
this, their attention will be directed at the rele-
vant cue—the snap count.

■ Practice eye control with your
athletes.
Work with athletes on what to look at in
different situations. Do they focus on the ball,
the opponent in front of them, or the move-
ments of the defensive backs?

Information processing
Young football players process information much
slower than adults. Overloading young athletes with
too much information confuses them.
■ Use simple and direct language when

working with athletes:
Provide only the specific information you want
your athletes to know. Keep it simple. Use sim-
ple language that young players will understand.

■ Young athletes process information more slowly than
adults. Limit your comments to one bit of information
at a time.

■ If you see the need to make several corrections at the same
time, choose the most important item. Leave the rest for
another time.

■ Demonstrations are more effective than words in teaching
a new skill.

■ The most effective practices imitate game situations.
Anticipate situations your athletes will face. Build them
into your practices.

The mental elements of youth football include the players’ ability to pay
attention, process information, and make decisions. It is important that
youth football coaches understand that young athletes cannot process
information as readily as adults.

PEGGY S. McCANN, M.S. AND MARTHA E. EWING, Ph.D. 

MENTAL ELEMENTS OF YOUTH FOOTBALL 
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Focus on one piece of information at a time. To
correct skills during a tackling drill, focus
instruction on one error at a time. Make sure
your instructions include information the player
can use to correct the error.

■ Be sure the athletes understand 
your instructions
Have players repeat your instructions. Ask them
to show you what they are to do as well.

■ Break down the skill you are 
teaching
If you want to teach tackling, first work on the
correct movements. Progress to tackling a
dummy; follow by tackling a player. 

■ Decrease talking and increase 
demonstrations.Young athletes learn best by
seeing the skill first. Include plenty of demonstra-
tions in your practices. To teach running backs
how to cut, show them the correct movements.
Demonstrate the skill yourself or use a player who
has mastered the move.

■ Keep offensive and defensive
schemes simple
Stress fundamentals and execution. If you pro-
vide too much information to players, they will
be overwhelmed. Young athletes often react
instinctively, so too much information overloads
them. Younger players will understand the fun-
damentals much better when things are kept
simple. Later, you can refine skills.

Decision making
Young players make decisions at a much slower
rate than adults. This is particularly true for players
who are just learning the game of football. Their
lack of experience and the added stress of playing a
new sport affect their ability to make decisions.
To help your football players learn to
make decisions:
■ Adapt your practices and games. When young

athletes are presented with too many choices,

they become overwhelmed. Set up practices and
drills with four or five-person teams to limit the
choices. This is especially important for very
young players.

■ Simplify choices. For example, avoid complex
blocking schemes with several options. This gives
your athletes fewer things to think about.

■ Set up a comfortable environment. Accept that
making the wrong decision is part of the learn-
ing process.

Young athletes are different from older athletes in
their abilities to pay attention, to process informa-
tion, and to make decisions. By understanding these
differences, you will be a more effective coach.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
“Communicating With Your Players.” M. Ewing and D.L. Feltz in Youth Football: A Complete Handbook,

Cooper Publishing Group.
Straight Talk About Children and Sport: Advice for Parents, Coaches, and Teachers. J. LeBlanc and L. Dickson,

Coaching Association of Canada.
Coach’s Guide to Sport Psychology. R. Martens, Human Kinetics Publishers.
Coaching Football Successfully. B. Reade, Human Kinetics Publishers.
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Football players need to be taught to balance the
demands on their time. Practices and games compete
with school assignments, leisure time, and family
activities. Young players need to be allowed to enjoy
life. Without knowing how to manage time, athletes
often experience failure in the classroom or feel as if
they are being excluded from social activities. 

Balancing time demands
Time management is a strategy. It helps us balance
activities we HAVE to do with those that we would
LIKE to do.

Young athletes need time for certain activities.
These include:
■ Get an appropriate amount of sleep
■ Attend 6 to 8 hours of school per day
■ Do homework and study for exams
■ Do chores and participate in family activities

In addition, youth want to:
■ Earn money for social activities
■ Play sports
■ Hang out with friends
■ Watch TV or play video games
■ Volunteer in religious organizations and/or

community organizations
■ Participate in other extracurricular activities

Reducing time pressure
As with anyone else, when there are too many
things to do and not enough time to do everything,
athletes feel pressure. Teaching them time manage-
ment skills reduces this pressure.

Athletes feel pressured because they do not use
time wisely.
Contributing factors often are:
■ Procrastination
■ Poor judgment about the time needed to

complete tasks
■ An inability to say NO
■ Doing multiple tasks and not focusing on one 

task at a time
■ Failing to establish priorities

■ Time management is a skill that has to be taught.

■ Failing to manage time effectively results in stress
and failure to complete tasks.

Athletes face many demands upon their time. If they do not learn to manage
their time effectively, athletes will experience stress and potential burnout.

MARTHA E. EWING, Ph.D.

ASSISTING ATHLETES WITH TIME MANAGEMENT

W H A T  C O A C H E S  S H O U L D  K N O W
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Teaching effective use of time
Coaches face the same time management chal-
lenges as athletes. Therefore, coaches are in a good
position to teach time management skills.
The following steps help athletes learn
to use their time more effectively:
■ Determine what is valued (school, family, religion

classes, sports). Give these activities priority.
■ Identify tasks to be accomplished in a given

time. (For example, in addition to going to
classes, athletes may need to attend a family
birthday party, go to church, make pre-Prom
dinner reservations, and/or start writing a paper
for English class.)

■ Prioritize tasks. If an English paper is due
Friday, it may be listed “number one.” This
means the athlete starts it on Monday with the
first available time.

■ Allocate a reasonable amount of time to
tasks. Add 15 percent to anticipated time for
interruptions or unplanned delays.

■ Use a calendar or daily plan sheet. Identify
time during the week to work on tasks.

■ In other words, plan your work and work
your plan!

Coaches have to be aware of the demands on
athletes’ time. Coaches can work with athletes
to complete tasks. For example, time between
school and practice can become required study
periods. Coaches occasionally may need to
shorten or even cancel practice. Athletes then
can use the time to complete school assign-
ments or engage in family activities. If coaches
think work and family are important in their
own lives, they have to respect these elements
of athletes’ lives.

athletes must learn to:
■ Identify tasks to be accomplished in a given time.
■ Prioritize tasks.
■ Allocate a reasonable amount of time to each task.
■ Plan their work and work their plan.
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Players differ greatly in physical size, playing experience, and
social development. Successful coaches detect these differences and 
adjust their teaching styles and challenges to the athletes. 

REBECCA BATTISTA, M.S. AND VERN SEEFELDT, Ph.D

COACHING THE EARLY- AND LATE-MATURING ATHLETE

■ Observe the developmental differences that separate the
early- and late-maturing athletes on the team.

■ Become familiar with physical and social characteristics
associated with early and delayed maturation.

■ Put athletes in positions and situations in which their
development will let them succeed.

■ Explain to athletes and parents how developmental
differences may keep late-maturing players from making
major contributions to team goals.

■ Recognize the obstacles that keep late-maturing athletes
from performing physical tasks.

■ Provide special encouragement and instruction to the
late-maturing athlete.

■ Discuss each athletes’ future potential with them and their
parents as physiological changes occur.

W H A T  C O A C H E S  S H O U L D  K N O W

A youth football coach rejected Nathan Nixon*, a large and slightly overweight boy growing up in
rural Tennessee, at ages 10 and 11. Nathan was told he was “too slow and clumsy” to play football.
However, his father said, “Nathan, the coach is wrong! I’ll work with you on your football skills, and
then we’ll show the coach that he was wrong.” Nathan Nixon went on to play high school football, and
received a football scholarship at the University of Tennessee. After graduation, Nathan played
professional baseball for 13 years. Nathan said, “After being rejected by my youth football coach, it
would have been easy for me to give up trying to play football, but my father was my support system.
Without him, I wouldn’t have made it. I wonder how many young players quit sports because coaches
make bad decisions or because they have no one to counteract the decisions of negative coaches.”

*The story is true, but the athlete’s name has been changed.
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TABLE 1: STANDING HEIGHT (IN INCHES) OF BOYS AND GIRLS AT SELECTED AGE PERCENTILES

Boys Percentile Girls Percentile
Age 5th 50th 95th Diff 5th 50th 95th Diff
10 50.3 54.1 58.3 8.0 50.2 54.4 58.9 8.7
11 52.2 56.4 61.0 8.8 52.6 57.0 61.5 8.9
12 54.2 58.9 63.9 9.7 55.0 59.6 64.1 9.1
13 56.3 61.6 66.9 10.6 57.2 61.9 66.2 9.0
14 58.6 64.2 69.6 11.0 58.5 63.1 67.4 8.9
15 61.1 66.5 71.6 10.5 59.3 63.7 68.0 8.7
16 63.4 68.3 73.0 9.6 59.7 63.9 68.2 8.5
17 64.9 69.4 73.7 8.8 60.1 64.2 68.3 8.2
18 65.2 69.6 73.9 8.7 60.5 64.4 68.3 7.8  

TABLE 2: WEIGHT (IN POUNDS) OF BOYS AND GIRLS AT SELECTED AGES PERCENTILES

Boys Percentile Girls Percentile
Age 5th 50th 95th Diff 5th 50th 95th Diff
10 53.6 69.3 99.8 46.2 53.7 71.8 104.0 5.3
11 59.1 77.8 113.5 54.4 60.1 81.5 119.0 28.9
12 65.8 87.7 128.1 62.3 67.3 91.6 134.1 66.8
13 74.2 99.1 143.3 69.1 75.3 101.6 148.4 73.1
14 84.3 111.9 159.0 74.7 83.2 110.8 161.1 77.9
15 95.0 125.0 174.4 79.4 90.4 118.3 171.5 81.1
16 105.2 136.9 188.8 83.6 95.7 123.2 178.6 82.9
17 113.5 146.2 201.3 87.8 98.6 125.0 181.8 83.2
18 119.0 151.9 211.1 92.1 99.8 124.8 181.8 82.0  

Youth and scholastic football programs usually group
players by age or grade in school. When eligibility
depends upon age, the oldest and most mature
athletes dominate. When several ages or grades are
combined, the developmental difference among
players is even greater. The late-maturing athlete may
end up feeling unsuccessful or out of place. These play-
ers then are at greater risk of dropping out. However,
coaches and teammates can provide the support and
encouragement that will keep them playing football.

Coaches need to be aware of mismatches.
Mismatches can occur in: physical size, strength,
endurance, aggressiveness, speed, coordination, the
ability to learn, power, experience, and the amount

of improvement that occurs during a season. When
mismatches occur, less mature players may feel
psychologically and physically intimidated.

Tables 1 and 2 show the differences in height and
weight that occur in a normal range of development
for boys and girls. The fiftieth percentile means that
half the youth are taller and heavier; the other half,
shorter and lighter. These numbers also can be
thought of as averages. The fifth percentile indicates
that only four percent of the boys and girls are
shorter and lighter. The ninety-fifth percentile shows
that just four percent of the boys and girls are taller

Source: NSHS growth center for children, birth-18 years, United States-National Center for Health Statistics,
U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare
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and heavier. The “Diff” column reveals the differ-
ence between the fifth and ninety-fifth percentiles.

Height and weight
Table 1 shows that the greatest difference in height
occurs from ages 13 through 15 for boys. According
to Table 2, the difference in weight between the
lightest and heaviest boys increases each year from
age 10 through age 18. The biggest difference
between the average heights of boys and girls occur
between ages 16 and 18. However, on average,
boys become taller than girls by age 14. In weight,
boys and girls are similar until puberty. (Puberty
occurs on average at 13 in girls and 15 in boys.)

In puberty, the accumulated muscle mass of boys
and increases in body fat of girls create an average
difference of seven pounds in favor of boys. The
weight difference between boys and girls increases
throughout the rest of the growing years. By age 18,
the average body mass of boys is 42 percent muscle.
Girls typically have 34-36% muscle mass. When
boys and girls compete against each other, their
ability to produce strength and power may be quite
different. This remains true even when the players’
weights are comparable. Coaches of co-ed teams
must take this into consideration.

Body shape and composition
In puberty, boys increase muscle tissue, accelerate
growth in the trunk and shoulders, and slow
growth in the arms and legs.
Signs of puberty in boys include:

■ Greater width of shoulders in relation to hips 
■ The childhood appearance of being all arms 

and legs with a shape in which the trunk and 
legs contribute nearly equally to height

■ Muscle accumulation in the arms, shoulders, 
chest, thighs, and legs.

In girls, puberty results in an
appearance of…

■ Wider hips in relation to shoulders
■ Development of secondary sexual characteristics
■ Increased muscle and fat accumulation in the 

legs, buttocks, abdomen, and trunk.
Late-maturing individuals usually have linear

bodies. They have an abundance of skeletal tissue
compared to muscle and fat. Such youths also are
likely to be hesitant in body-contact drills. Not
having muscle and fat to protect the skeleton and
nervous systems may inflect greater pain on the late
maturer during physical contact. Coaches must
ensure that protective equipment fits properly. This

guarantees coverage for sensitive areas such as
shins, thighs, ribs, and shoulders in all players.

Changes in strength,
power, and speed

Accumulating muscle mass during puberty directly
affects an athlete’s ability to generate power and
speed of movement. Conditioning programs can
improve the capacity of both early- and late-maturing
individuals. However, individuals with the greatest
muscle mass—early maturers—have the advantage.
Coaches must be careful to create matchups
involving players of equal ability. Not only are injuries
more likely when mismatches occur, but late-matur-
ing athletes end up being overwhelmed in drills
involving strength and speed. This can demoralize
late maturers and may cause them to drop out of
football.

Changes in coordination, agility,
and rates of learning

Constantly changing body proportions—especially
in the arms, hands, legs, and feet—cause lapses in
coordination. Rapidly growing athletes may appear
clumsy compared to others who have already gone
through their growth spurt. Thus, certain drills and
plays will challenge late-maturing athletes. For
example, situations requiring body control when
dodging or rapidly changing directions will be par-
ticularly difficult for them. This apparent inability to
execute drills and plays may lead coaches—mistak-
enly—to conclude that late-maturing athletes are
slow to grasp complex strategies and maneuvers.
Coaches should recognize how difficult it is for
some athletes to coordinate a rapidly growing body,
and coaches should respond with patience. They
need to support athletes who try—yet fail—to keep
up with earlier-maturing teammates.

The role of experience
Performing a drill seemingly without thinking about
it results from repetition. Athletes correctly perform
a drill so often that it becomes embedded in their
memory. Embedded memories allow athletes to
make quick decisions in rapid succession. The early-
maturing athlete likely has many more experiences
of correct actions to draw upon. The late-maturing
player is still trying to learn the basic patterns. Thus,
the late-maturing athlete may appear frustrated and
confused when having to react quickly to a chang-
ing environment.

Practices must imitate game situations to give ath-
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letes the necessary experience. Late-maturing play-
ers may need more exposures to identical situations
before they can correctly make quick decisions in
game situations.

Mismatches
Youth programs often combine two ages or grades
in school. Scholastic football teams may have an
age span of four to five years on the same team. In
such cases, the differences between early and late
maturers are exaggerated. When girls play football
with boys the differences become even greater after
puberty. For safety’s sake, coaches have to adjust
practices and control game situations. The goal is to
reduce or eliminate the possibility of mismatches
between players.

Nevertheless, mismatches are the essence of much
of football. A lineman blocks a defensive back. A
linebacker tackles a running back. There will be
differences in size. The coach’s responsibility is
simple: Place athletes in situations where they will
be safe. Play them where they have a chance to
succeed.

Coaches have options for helping players become
successful. Most important, coaches must anticipate
and meet the needs of early- and late-maturing
athletes.
Coaches do this when they:

■ Know each athlete’s capabilities. Set measurable
and attainable goals to increase self-esteem.

■ Recognize and provide additional praise to players 
who have difficulty as they develop their skills.

■ Challenge skilled, early-maturing athletes. Expect
them to be teachers, role models, and counselors
for other players.

■ Make safety a daily priority. Expect larger, more 
mature athletes to set the tone. Charge them 
with eliminating teasing, intimidation, and hazing.
Stress that less mature, less talented players are to
be respected.

■ Ask the more mature, highly skilled players to 
involve less-skilled players in team activities on 
and off the field.

Ways to accommodate
late-maturing athletes

Successful coaches adjust their programs to the
needs of everyone who wishes to play football.
Today’s poorly skilled, underdeveloped
athletes may become the skilled players of
tomorrow. However, this will occur only if they
receive guidance, instruction, and protection.
Successful programs provide these essential compo-
nents to all their athletes.
Here are some ideas for accommodating
late-maturing players:

■ Play a second quarter in which only those 
players who did not start the game may play

■ Play a fifth quarter reserved for those who 
had limited playing time during the game

■ Play a fifth quarter for those who did not play 
in the regulation four quarters

In any of these schemes, no player may play in
more than four quarters on a particular game day.
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Stress occurs when the challenges of football
outweigh an athlete’s skill to perform the football
task or when the athlete is expected to perform
exceptionally and play an important role in winning
the game. For example, players may
experience stress if they are scared about making
a mistake during practice or games. Stress may
happen before, during, or after a football game.
Athletes may experience stress in
football for the following reasons:
■ Worry about being good enough
■ Parents’, coaches’, and teammates’ comments 
■ Fear of making a mistake
■ Not improving or not improving as quickly as

someone else

■ Time demands of school, sport, and a social life
■ Pressure to win a game
■ Expectations of self and others
Parents are often sources of stress if their expecta-

tions are too great or if they critique the athlete after
each game. Parents are most helpful when positive
coaching is accompanied by positive parenting.

Athletes may experience stress in different ways.
Some athletes may experience
the following:
■ Tight muscles
■ Shallow breathing
■ Butterflies in the stomach
■ Increased heart rate

■ Stress caused by football occurs on and off the field.

■ There are many different reasons football players
experience stress.

■ Players who are suffering from stress may experience
changes to their bodies, negative thoughts, or changes in
their behavior. 

■ Setting up effective practices and properly motivating
players is one way coaches can help athletes cope
with stress. 

All athletes experience pressure and stress sometime during their careers. 
the challenge is learning how to cope with it.

JENNIFER J. WALDRON, M.Ed. AND MARTHA E. EWING, Ph.D.

HELPING ATHLETES COPE WITH COMPETITIVE STRESS
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Negative self-talk: Positive self-talk:

“You idiot, how could you “Everyone makes mistakes.
miss that easy tackle!” Relax and focus on the next play.”

“That was a terrible pass!” “Slow down, focus on your
timing and rhythm.”  

W H A T  C O A C H E S  S H O U L D  K N O W
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Players may experience negative
thoughts and feelings, such as:
■ Loss of confidence
■ Negative thoughts (I can’t do this)
■ Worry about poor performance

Athletes may undergo changes in their
behavior, including:
■ Not sleeping the night before a game
■ Pacing 
■ Not wanting to practice or play football
■ Changes in friends
There are different ways coaches can help players

deal with stress and perhaps prevent stressful situa-
tions from developing. Players may experience stress
if they have poor football skills or if their skills are
not improving fast enough. Coaches need to
organize effective practices and effectively teach
football skills. Coaches should understand, recog-
nize, and discuss stress with their athletes. They
should provide an environment where players feel
comfortable talking to a coach concerning their
feelings. The coach also must provide an environ-
ment where making a mistake or losing is consid-
ered part of the game.

Sometimes the athletic environment may be a
source of stress for the players. You can help play-
ers overcome these pressures by properly motivat-
ing athletes. You should never punish an athlete for
making a mistake, unless it results from a lack of
effort. When players are punished for mistakes,
they will fear failure. If this happens, they may not
put forth their best effort in practice and games.
Instead, help athletes learn from mistakes. Athletes
should always receive encouragement and positive
reinforcement from coaches, from their teammates,
and from their parents. 

Coaches can teach players coping strategies so the
athlete can deal with stressful situations. If the stress
causes changes to an athlete’s body, they need to
learn how to relax through proper breathing. Proper
breathing means filling your lungs completely, holding
for a few seconds, and slowly exhaling. This tech-

nique is best used when there is a break in the action. 
Athletes also need to control their self-talk. One

way to do this is to have cue words athletes can
use to focus their attention. For example, a punt
returner might use the words “be a monster” to
remind himself to be aggressive on the return. You
can also teach athletes how to stop their negative
thoughts. There are three steps to thought stop-
page.
❶ Identify negative thoughts and the situations in

which they occur
❷ Interrupt the negative thought by yelling ‘stop’ in

your head
❸ Replace the negative thought with a positive one 

These three steps also are helpful for coaches
who become upset with athletes who continue to
make the same mistake or with referees who make
bad calls.
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Coaches provide vital support and encouragement
to injured athletes. They keep athletes connected to
the team by fostering positive emotions and offer-
ing encouragement. Coaches’ interactions with
injured athletes provide them a sense of not being
alone during a difficult time. Coaches need to be
readily available to assist athletes in handling the
challenges of recovery and returning to practice.

When injuries occur
The first chance for coaches to help an athlete deal
with an injury comes on the field when it occurs.
Athletes respond to verbal and nonverbal messages
transmitted when coaches assist hurt players.
Coaches help athletes deal with acute
injury when they:
■ Calm themselves before assisting the athlete
■ Use a calm, quiet voice to talk with the athlete

■ Repeat short, instructions (calm down, relax,
stay still). These prepare the player for 
treatment.

■ Reassure the athlete by being there
■ Follow up with a phone call or visit to the athlete
Coaches’ opinions and approval are critical to

athletes. Injured players often fear disappointing
the coach and worry about letting the team down.
So, reassure athletes that the injury is not their fault
and that they did nothing wrong. Then tell them
you look forward to their return to practice.

Some coaching behaviors interfere with the
athlete’s ability to cope with injury and hinder
the player’s chances of returning to healthy sport
participation. For example:
■ Don’t expect athletes to tough it out. They 

need support from the coach and others during 
rehabilitation and the return to practice.

■ Being certified in first aid and CPR provides coaches
with knowledge of various injuries and how to deal
with them.

■ Injured athletes may blame themselves for the injury.
Reassure athletes that the injury is not their fault
and that they did nothing wrong.

■ Keep the injured athletes involved with the team.

■ Don’t try to get an injured player to return to
practice too soon. When they do return, set realistic
short- and long-term goals for them.

Athletes experience a variety of emotional and behavioral responses when an
injury occurs. Coaches can play a substantial role in helping athletes deal
with injury and in facilitating the recovery process.

DAWN K. LEWIS, M.S. AND JOHN W. POWELL, Ph.D. DEPARTMENT OF KINESIOLOGY, MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY

HELPING ATHLETES DEAL WITH INJURIES
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■ Don’t send the message that injured athletes 
are worthless

■ Don’t try to get the player to return before the 
injury has adequately healed

As athletes rehabilitate
Unfortunately, some coaches pay little attention to
injured athletes. Coaches may feel awkward around
injured athletes or not know what to say or do.
Coaches also may know little about the athlete and
so appear concerned only about whether—or
when—the athlete can play. To help athletes cope,
there are many ways coaches can show they care.

Try to know the athlete as a person. Make it a
point to know one additional interest the athlete
has outside of the sport.

Recognize and support the athlete’s rehabilitation
progress. This is done by asking athletes to demon-
strate a rehab exercise or congratulating players
when they regain sport skills, walk without the use
of crutches, or have a cast removed.

Acknowledge the athlete’s return to practice. Call
the team together to cheer or announce the ath-
lete’s return to play at the start of practice.

Athletes who cannot practice commonly feel left
out or like an outsider. Involve injured athletes so
they retain a sense of self-worth and importance to
the team:
■ Expect injured athletes to attend practice and 

participate in activities whenever possible
■ Encourage parents to continue bringing athletes 

to practice
■ Allow injured athletes to referee scrimmages or 

keep statistics during games
■ Plan alternative activities for injured players 
Use time wisely! Suggest activities that expand

the injured athlete’s skills, knowledge, and under-
standing of football during a time of reduced physi-
cal involvement. Encourage injured players to prac-
tice mental imagery of individual skills or team
strategies.

In addition, ask injured athletes for feedback on
practice and games.

When athletes return to competition
Set short- and long-term goals for athletes return-
ing to practice. These goals have to be realistic and
measurable, allowing athletes to see their progress.
Goals ought to encourage skill redevelopment.
Communicate these goals to the athletes and their
parents.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
“Caring for Injured Athletes.” A. Petitpas and S.J. Danish in Sport Psychology Interventions, Human Kinetics Publishers.
“Counseling Strategies for Enhanced Recovery.” D.M. Wiese-Bjornstal and A.M. Smith in Psychological Bases of Sport 

Injuries, Fitness Information Technology, Inc.
“Stress, Injury, and the Psychological Rehabilitation of Athletes.” R.J. Rotella and S.R. Heyman in Applied Sport Psychology: 

Personal Growth to Peak Performance. Mayfield Publishing Co.
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Young athletes were asked why they dropped out of sports programs.
Five of the top ten reasons were critical of the coach and the way in
which the programs were conducted.
The ten most common reasons include:

■ Some athletes enter the football program at high risk
of dropping out.

■ A certain number of dropouts are likely, no matter
what the coach does to prevent them.

■ Players who drop out have common characteristics.
These include delayed maturity, small size for age, and
being forced to play by parents.

■ Successful coaches have low dropout rates. They modify
their coaching styles to meet the needs of a variety of
athletes.

Athletes participate in sports and drop out of sports for many reasons.
Not all dropouts reflect negatively on the coach or the football program.
Coaches can positively impact the dropout rate.

VERN SEEFELDT, Ph.D. AND MIKE CLARK, Ph.D.

THE ATHLETE AT RISK OF DROPPING OUT
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❶ “No longer interested.”

❷ “Not having fun.”

❸ “The sport takes too
much time.”

❹ “The coach played
favorites.”

➎ “The coach was a poor
teacher.”

❻ “I was tired of the sport.”

❼ “There was too much
emphasis on winning.”

➑ “I wanted to try other
activities.”

➒ “I needed more time for
school work.”

❿ “There was too much
pressure.”



Coaches have the responsibility for determining who
stays in and who leaves the football program.
Coaches keep players in the program by:
■ Getting to know players
■ Learning the characteristics of potential dropouts
■ Working to overcome barriers to participation
Athletes who join sports programs and later drop

out are a concern to coaches and program sponsors.
Dropouts often are the athletes who could benefit
most from playing, and high attrition reflects nega-
tively on adults conducting the program. Most
important, athletes who drop out of football at an
early age may never play again. Negative experiences
in one sport may carry over to other activities. This
may contribute to an inactive lifestyle.

Many potential players attend the first team meet-
ing and early practices. Coaches who want to keep
a large percentage of these players need to become
acquainted with their athletes. Getting to know
each athlete helps coaches identify those requiring
additional attention.
Characteristics of an athlete at risk
of dropping out of football are:
■ The decision to play football was not voluntary. 

(e.g. parents forced the athlete to play.)
■ The player has no friends on the team
■ The first meeting also was the athlete’s first 

exposure to organized football
■ The person is small, late maturing, and

inexperienced at football
■ The athlete is shy, timid, and suspicious around 

other players
■ The player differs from teammates in race,

ethnicity, physical size, or socioeconomic status
■ The person is sensitive to criticism, especially 

when other athletes are present
■ The athlete has had previous injuries, which may 

make the player too cautious and keep him from 
showing his full potential

Acknowledgement, praise, and rewards need to
be directed at vulnerable athletes. After identifying
athletes at great risk of dropping out, coaches have
to step in immediately. Athletes deciding whether to
stay in the program form their opinions on a daily

basis. Actions by coaches or players that may lead to
dropping out must be eliminated. Typical examples
include teasing, mismatches in contact drills, and
criticism in front of other players.
Acts that solidify team membership include:
■ Praise for improving individual skills
■ Social acceptance by teammates
■ Reaching personal goals.
When players drop out of football, it does not nec-

essarily reflect negatively on the program. Instead, it
may reflect a preference for another sport or less
active pursuits. However, athletes leaving the pro-
gram no longer benefit from it. In other words, foot-
ball programs have positive educational effects on
players. But athletes need to remain in the program
to receive these benefits.

The coach’s leadership style (including manners,
attitude, and reaction to daily events) also influences
players’ decisions to stay or drop out. However,
other circumstances cause players to consider drop-
ping out. Finances may inhibit full participation;
there may not be enough money to buy equipment
for everyone. Coaches need to find assistance for
these players. (Booster groups or other support
organizations can help in these cases.) Lack of trans-
portation may keep some athletes from participat-
ing. They may not be able to get to practices or
games outside their neighborhood. Coaches and
boosters can work together to solve this problem as
well. Coaches who know their athletes will identify
these problems and arrange solutions.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
Children and Youth in Sport. F. Smoll and R. Smith, Kendall/Hunt Publishing Co.
The Child and Adolescent Athlete. O Bar-Or, Blackwell Science.
The Young Athlete: A Sports Doctor’s Complete Guide for Parents. J.D. Metzl, Little Brown and Co.
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Substance use/abuse is a major problem among
America’s youth. Athletes feel unique pressures that
may lead them to use or abuse substances.
Some athletes say they are dependent
or abuse substances to:
■ Alter mood
■ Escape reality
■ Relieve stress (blow off steam)
■ Feel better or feel nothing
■ Increase energy

■ Improve muscle mass, strength, and power
■ Reduce pain
■ Decrease recovery time 
Combating substance abuse or chemical dependency

means detecting when athletes are involved with
harmful substances.
Signs of abuse or dependency include:
■ Abrupt changes in attendance at practice or 

school
■ Decreased performance quality

■ Commonly abused substances include alcohol, tobacco,
marijuana, ecstasy, amphetamines, cocaine, anabolic
steroids, caffeine, and diuretics.

■ Substance abusers characteristically deny the problem.
People around them often deny the problem as well. 
Denial makes the problem worse. Immediate action
is critical for everyone’s health.

■ Confronting a substance abuser requires professional help
from a counselor, therapist, or psychologist. Coaches need
to know their limitations when counseling athletes.

Coaches need to learn the signs of substance abuse and chemical 
dependency. Youth and scholastic coaches are obligated to maintain a 
chemical-free environment.

KEVIN A. STEFANEK, M.A., M.S. AND MARTHA E. EWING, Ph.D. 

SUBSTANCE ABUSE: The consumption of a chemical(s) that causes the individual to
engage in dangerous and risky behavior. The behavior is potentially harmful to the
individual or to others and may lead to chemical dependency. Drinking alcohol in
order to get drunk at postgame parties is an example of substance abuse.

DEALING WITH SUBSTANCE ABUSE AND CHEMICAL DEPENDENCY

CHEMICAL DEPENDENCY: The repeated, abusive, and uncontrollable consumption
of a chemical(s). Dependency causes problems in an individual’s emotional, mental,
social, spiritual, academic, and athletic life. Chemical dependency is an illness to
be professionally diagnosed and treated.

32
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GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
“Chemical Health Education and Coaching (CHEC): Drug Abuse in Sport” and “Chemical Health Education and Coaching
(CHEC): Intervention Skills for Coaches.” J. Corcoran in PACE: Program for Coaches’ Education, Cooper Publishing Group.
“Alcoholism and Other Drug Problems.” Royce and Scratchley, The Free Press.
“Drugs, Society, and Human Behavior.” Ray and Ksir, McGraw Hill.

33

■ Less effort in athletics or school
■ Declines in—or inconsistent attention to—

physical appearance
■ Arguing or fighting with coaches or teammates
■ Changes in attitude
■ Severe mood swings
■ Decreased muscular coordination
■ Loss of memory
■ Sudden weight loss or gain
■ Withdrawal or isolation from usual peer group
■ Developing new, questionable friends
■ Smell of alcohol or marijuana
Coaches need to avoid diagnosing a problem

without sufficient information. If several of the signs
are noticed more than once, or if a sign is unmis-
takable (for instance, if the player is obviously intox-
icated), confronting the athlete is in order. If there is
any doubt, consult an appropriate professional such
as a school counselor, social worker, psychologist, or
physician.

Chemical dependency and substance abuse are
not supposed to be a part of coaching.
Unfortunately, they are. Most coaches, however, are
not trained in substance abuse counseling, so they
have limited ability to deal with chemical dependent
athletes. Coaches need to understand why they
may not want to become involved with a chemical
dependent athlete.
Other issues include:
■ Unless properly trained, coaches cannot

accurately diagnose chemical dependency.
■ Coaches may think that the situation is none of 

their business or that the athlete will grow 
out of abusive behavior. Therefore, they do not 
confront the athlete(s).

■ The desire to win may stop coaches from con-
fronting an athlete when substance abuse is 
suspected or known.

■ Coaches may think that substance abuse could 
never happen on their team.

Players and parents have the right to expect a safe
athletic environment. Coaches are responsible for
providing that environment.
Strategies for maintaining a chemical-
free athletic environment include:
■ Refusing to engage in negative enabling behavior.
■ Knowing the athletes and letting them know 

that drug use and abuse is unacceptable.
■ Confront athletes when substance use/abuse or 

chemical dependency is suspected or known.
Negative enabling behavior occurs when coaches

choose to not take action when substance abuse is
suspected. Or coaches may decide to protect athletes
from the consequences of their actions (for example,
being benched, suspended, or removed from the
team). Negative enabling behavior unintentionally
tells athletes that substance abuse is acceptable.

When coaches suspect substance abuse, their
responsibility is to confront the athlete.
Six steps for confrontation are:
■ Get to the point
■ Summarize behaviors that lead to the suspicion 

that the athlete is abusing some substance
■ Base the confrontation on accurate information 

and observable behaviors
■ Avoid bringing up inappropriate or irrelevant 

past issues
■ Avoid threatening and aggressive tones. These 

put the athlete on the defensive. Let the athlete
know that you are there to help.

■ Intervene by insisting the athlete seek 
professional help.

To promote a chemical-free athletic environment,
coaches have to be knowledgeable about substance
abuse and how it affects their athletes. Coaches
should educate themselves and be aware of what
chemicals/drugs are used in the area. They also
should strive to maintain open communication with
athletes, resolve conflicts immediately, and maintain
a low-stress, high-fun environment on the team.







■ A season plan describes how the coach intends to help
athletes achieve their goals.

■ Practices must provide each athlete with a number
of trials at the appropriate level of difficulty if the
team is expected to improve.

■ Coaches must use assessment procedures to give athletes
meaningful feedback.

■ Coaches must monitor and assess progress as well as
improve practice plans and coaching technique.

Thorough practice planning is essential for safe participation, adequate
skill improvement, and sufficient physical conditioning.

RAY ALLEN, Ph.D. ASSISTANT PROFESSOR, MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY
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HOW TO ORGANIZE EFFECTIVE PRACTICES

SETTING OBJECTIVES

A fitness objective for running backs may be to run 10 30-yard
sprints without losing more than 0.2 seconds on their time.
A strength objective for linemen may be to execute at least 25
controlled pushups.

A skill objective for quarterbacks may be to use good throwing form
and complete at least 75 percent of their pass attempts when throw-
ing to receivers without defenders. An objective for a defensive
lineman may be to respond correctly each time a trap block is exe-
cuted against him.

A sport-related knowledge objective would be for quarterbacks to
select the correct receiver to throw to on pass plays at least 75
percent of the time. An example for an offensive lineman may be to
block the correct player at least 90 percent of the time.

A personal/social-skills objective might be to treat each player on
the team with respect at all practices and games.

W H A T  C O A C H E S  S H O U L D  K N O W



Nothing influences a team’s success more than effi-
cient, effective practices. Effective practices begin
with constructing a season plan. This guides the
planning of individual practices. Once effective
practices are planned and implemented, coaches
must monitor progress. This allows subsequent
practices to be tailored to the team’s specific needs.

Creating a season plan
Planning begins by identifying what athletes have
to do and how well they have to do it.
Coaches must define specific objec-
tives in each of the following areas:
■ Fitness levels—levels of muscular strength, 

endurance, agility, and flexibility
■ Sport skills—skills necessary to play specific

positions
■ Sport-related knowledge—how to execute plays

and implement strategies
■ Personal/social skills—how athletes interact, 

including teamwork and cooperation
Coaches use these objectives for season planning.

They decide which objectives to address and how
much time to give them in each practice over the
course of the season. A season plan is important
because injuries occur and contests are lost when
athletes progress too slowly or peak too soon.

Creating individual
practice plans

Individual practice plans provide the structure for
safe, effective, and continuous progress.
Effective practices include all of the
following:
❶ Practice objectives—defined intended outcomes
❷ Warm-up—gradually increasing activity levels in

preparation for intense portions of the practice

❸ Advanced organizer—time for sharing the prac-
tice objective and why it is important

❹ Explanation and demonstration—clear communi-
cation of what to do and how to do it correctly

➎ Practice progression—process of practicing skills
individually, then in small groups, then applying
in a team setting

❻ Cool down—moderate, light activity that allows
the body to recover gradually

❼ Review—reiteration of practice objectives and
assessment of the day’s progress

Using time effectively
The more time players spend practicing skills, the

better their chances of being successful.
Coaches can maximize practice time by:
■ Walking through plays and working on specific skills
■ Organizing drills so lines are short
■ Moving from one drill to the next quickly
■ Keeping comments short and to the point

Monitor progress and assess outcomes
Coaches must fit individual practice plans to the
team’s specific needs. The following procedures
help the coach make practice decisions by compar-
ing practice plans to players’ performances.
■ List the practices’ objectives with the necessary 

level of performance on a team roster
■ Assess each team member’s performance on 

each of his objectives by recording a “Y” or 
“N” behind his or her name and under the 
objective

■ Calculate the percentage of athletes that met 
each practice objective

■ Decide which objectives need the most
attention in the next practice and allocate
practice time accordingly

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
“Planning the Season.” R. Allen in PACE: Program for Athletic Coaches’ Education, Cooper Publishing Group.
“Planning Effective Instruction.” R. Allen in PACE: Program for Athletic Coaches’ Education, Cooper Publishing Group.
J. Cvengros, Youth Football: A Complete Handbook. Cooper Publishing Group.
B. Reade, Coaching Football Successfully, Human Kinetics Publishers.
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■ Establish an orderly environment

■ Communicate intended outcomes clearly

■ Help athletes connect practice to performance

■ Explain first, then demonstrate, then practice

■ Communicate appropriate learning expectations

■ Monitor progress and provide feedback

How much athletes learn is directly related to the way coaches
manage the learning environment. 

RAY ALLEN, Ph.D ASSISTANT PROFESSOR, MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY

EFFECTIVE AND APPROPRIATE TEACHING TECHNIQUES
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A team’s success depends on how athletes perform.
Therefore, coaches should conduct practice sessions
that maximize learning. Research indicates that
certain principles, when followed, maximize learn-
ing. Coaches are responsible for becoming familiar
with these principles and applying them as they
implement practices.

Establish an orderly environment
Athletes learn more in safe, orderly, and business-

like practices. Anxious, fearful, or confused players
find it difficult to focus on the learning objective.
Coaches facilitate learning by:
■ Following the same routines in each practice
■ Interacting with athletes in a calm, caring manner
■ Adhering to clear reasonable rules
■ Effective coaches also attach rewards to desired 

accomplishments rather than general behavior

Communicate intended outcomes clearly
Athletes progress faster when they understand

what is expected of them.
Effective communication requires the
coach to:
■ Get the athletes’ full attention
■ Share the objective in as few words as possible

■ Communicate the desired level of performance 
in measurable terms

■ Check to make sure the athletes understand 
what they have been told

Help athletes connect practice
to performance

Young athletes with limited experience can have
difficulty transferring individual skills into game
situations. They often fail to see how the skill they
are practicing fits in actual games, or they fail to
recognize when to apply the skill as situations
occur.
Coaches can help athletes make those
connections if they:
■ Explain and demonstrate how they and their 

teammates will benefit by executing the skill 
correctly

■ Explain and demonstrate how they and their 
teammates will be disadvantaged if the skills are
executed inappropriately

■ Practice the skills individually, then provide 
repeated practice trials of a single situation 
where the skills are applied so the athlete can 
see how correct execution contributes to
individual and team success.



GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING

Example: Communicating Intended Outcomes to Offensive Linemen 
“Everyone take a knee and take your helmets off.”
(get athlete’s full attention.)
“Today our primary focus will be our zone run block scheme.”
(share the objective in few words.)
“Our goal will be to execute the right first step and contact a defender on our
second step each time the ball is snapped during our team session.”
(measurable level of performance.)
“Now, repeat our goal back to me.”
(make sure the athletes understand.)

“Planning Effective Instruction.” R. Allen in PACE: Program for Athletic Coaches’ Education, Cooper Publishing Group.
J. Cvengros, Youth Football: A Complete Handbook. Cooper Publishing Group.
B. Reade, Coaching Football Successfully. Human Kinetics Publishers.

Example: connecting practice
to performance

A coach teaches linebackers to check for counter
plays when backfield action goes away from them.
He knows his players will perform the
action better in game situations if he:
❶ Explains, then shows, how the linebacker’s will-

ingness to check for the counter allows the rest
of the defenders to pursue the ball aggressively.
It also positions the linebacker to make a big
tackle when the action comes his way.

❷ Explains, then shows, how the linebacker’s fail-
ure to check for the counter can create a big
play opportunity for the offensive team.

❸ Practices the read in individual and group drills,
then conducts a team session in which the
offense runs a large number of run plays, half
of which are counter plays.

Explain, then demonstrate,
then practice

Athletes differ in the way they process information.
Coaches maximize learning rates if they:
❶ Explain what they want athletes to know and do

first. Explain the key points that make the skill
correct in terms of appearance and how it feels.

❷ Demonstrate exactly how they want athletes to
execute the skill after (not while) they explain it;
demonstrate it at various angles. Make sure to
demonstrate only key learning points rather
than the entire skill, so athletes know what to
focus on.

❸ Check for understanding. Make sure athletes
can tell you what you want them to do and can
demonstrate the skill correctly.

Communicate appropriate expectations
Effective coaches create environments where ath-

letes expect to make steady improvement. When
practice objectives are too easy or too difficult, ath-
letes lose motivation.
Therefore, coaches must:
■ Accurately assess each athlete’s performance level
■ Set practice objectives that players can attain 

with concerted effort
■ Communicate a commitment to help each

athlete achieve the stated objective

Monitor progress and provide feedback
Athletes make greater gains when coaches observe
practice trials and provide instructional feedback.
Coaches can positively influence
behavior, achievement, and attitude if they:
■ Focus feedback specifically on what was 

explained and demonstrated
■ Focus feedback on one key element until the 

athlete attains an appropriate level of
performance

■ Make sure athletes engage in practice
repetitions immediately after receiving feedback

■ Offer praise contingent upon performance
■ Provide constructive criticism

Coaches maximize the use of time if they:
■ Subdivide groups to reduce the length of lines 

and amount of waiting
■ Have sufficient equipment to minimize waiting
■ Make transitions between drills as quickly as 

possible
■ Keep verbal instructions and feedback as short 

as possible

39



40

■ Goal setting can be used to direct the efforts of players

■ It is better to set performance goals than outcome goals

■ To achieve a goal, you need to develop a strategy

■ Evaluate goals on a regular basis

■ Individual goals are preferred over team goals

■ PLAYERS WITH GOALS…

■ Perform better   ■ Work harder

■ Stay more focused     ■ Feel more confident

A goal-setting program can help provide players with the direction
and support they need to succeed. 

SEAN P. CUMMING, Ph.D.

EFFECTIVE GOAL SETTING

W H A T  C O A C H E S  S H O U L D  K N O W

EXAMPLES OF GOALS
Skill-Based Goals 

■ Complete 7 out of 10
passes (Quarterback)

■ Run correct route three of
four times (Receivers)

■ Execute three of four plays
correctly (All)

■ Make three of every four
tackles (Defensive players)

Fitness Goals 
■ Run 40-yard dash in less than

seven seconds
■ Complete 30 sit-ups in one

minute

Behavioral Goals
■ No arguing with officials
■ No penalties for misconduct
■ Arrive at least 10 minutes

before the beginning of
practice

Team Goals
■ Hold opponent to fewer than

100 rushing yards
■ Average 4 yards per

carry on the ground
■ No quarterback sacks

allowed during the game
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Every young football player’s goal is to be
successful. Simply having a goal, however, does not
guarantee success. The coach’s responsibility is to
teach players how to set effective goals.

Negotiate goals with players
Often coaches impose goals upon players rather
than discussing goals. When a player and coach
jointly arrive at a goal, the player will be more
committed to the goal. A player who owns a goal is
more likely to achieve that goal.

State goals in positive terms
Positive goals help players attend to what is
important. Negative goals (e.g. “Don’t throw any
interceptions”) create problems. They divert player’s
attention from what he needs to do to succeed—in
this case completing the pass. Positive goals
(“Complete more than half of my passes”) focus
the player on what needs to be done for success.

Set challenging yet realistic goals
When setting goals, make it possible for every player
to experience success. If a goal is too difficult, play-
ers quickly lose interest. They become frustrated or
make less effort. Know the players well enough to
set challenging—yet achievable—goals.

Emphasize performance goals
over outcome goals

Players need some degree of control over their
goals. Outcome goals (winning) are less reliable
than individual performance goals. Because out-
come goals are dependent on the ability and play of
opposing teams, it is better to set goals that
emphasize personal improvement and effort. 

Set short-term and long-term goals
Help athletes realize their long-term goals by setting
short-term or weekly goals. Short-term goals are
more specific and provide immediate feedback.
Short-term goals also help athletes stay motivated
throughout the season. They focus on daily or
weekly improvements.

Here are some examples of short-term,
practice goals that can help your team
achieve its long-term goals:
■ For long snappers, complete 90 percent of 

snaps to the kicker against pressure.
■ For quarterbacks, complete 9 of 10 passes in 

drills where individuals simply run routes.
■ For linemen, get the correct shoulder on the 

correct opponent 90 percent of the time.
■ For linebackers, make the correct first step on

7 of 10 plays.

Develop a strategy for achieving goals
Coaches are responsible for devising strategies that

help their players achieve their goals. 
Strategies to help players achieve
behavioral goals include: 
■ Give positive feedback for good behavior in 

tense situations
■ Establish and communicate clear guidelines and 

rules regarding appropriate and inappropriate 
behavior

■ Deduct playing time from those players who
violate team rules regarding behavior

Strategies to help players achieve
skill and fitness goals include:
■ Select drills, games, and activities that

emphasize techniques, agility, speed, power,
and endurance

■ Select drills and activities that address current
areas of weakness (e.g. rushing, passing,
conditioning)

■ Encourage players to practice or train in their
free time 

Set individual goals to
emphasize team goals

Goal setting focuses on individual improvement.
Individual goals focus on improving skills and tech-
niques. Players have more control over such goals.
Therefore, they are more likely to achieve them.
Team improvement results from individual improve-

“Setting a goal is not the main thing. It is deciding how you will go about achieving
it and staying with the plan.”

Tom Landry, Former Cowboys Coach

C O N T I N U E D  O N  P A G E  4 2



GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
“Goal Setting.” R. Weinberg and D. Gould, in Foundations of Sport and Exercise Psychology, Human Kinetics Publishers.
“Self Confidence and Goal Setting Skills.” R. Martens in Coaches Guide to Sport Psychology, Human Kinetics Publishers.
“Goal setting” by L Gano-Overway, M. Ewing and J. Waldron in PACE: Program for Athletic Coaches’ Education,

Cooper Publishing Group.

ment. Team goals can include something as general
as winning. But learning how to win competitively
and graciously as well as how to maintain your
dignity in a losing effort can be team goals, too.

Set specific, measurable goals 
Specific, measurable goals help players focus on
what needs improvement: A player looking to
improve his speed might say, “I want to reduce my
40-yard dash time by at least one second” or “I will
run wind sprints for ten minutes at the end of every
practice.” Vague, nonspecific goals (e.g. “I want to
play better”) provide little direction on how an
athlete can improve. 

Evaluate and adapt goals
By frequently evaluating and adapting performance
goals, coaches can ensure long-term player develop-
ment. Once a player achieves a goal, raise the bar to
provide a greater challenge. For example, if a player
is successful in making two out of every four tackles,
encourage them to set the goal of making three out
of every four tackles. If a goal is too difficult and the
player is frustrated, modify the goal to make it easier.

Stress goal commitment
Help players commit to their goals. Encourage

players to record goals in a training diary, post them
on a team notice board, or share them with their
teammates or parents.

Set practice goals
Practice goals help players direct their efforts dur-

ing practice. This helps connect practice and com-
petition goals. Practice goals have to be more chal-
lenging than competition goals, as players have
more control over practice performances.
Good examples of goals that can be used
in practice include:
■ Arrive 10 minutes before practice dressed to play
■ Break a sweat during warm-ups or conditioning 

drills
■ Listen attentively when the coach is providing

instruction
■ Execute drills correctly on at least three out 

of four occasions
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Coaches need to foster the enjoyment of playing
football. Athletes who enjoy playing perform better,
are more confident, and are less likely to drop out.
The rewards coaches give to players affect their lev-
els of enjoyment. If players feel that rewards convey
positive information about their ability or self-worth,
they will enjoy football more. But if players feel that
rewards are used to control their behavior, they will
enjoy the game less.

Use free rewards 
The most powerful rewards a coach can provide

are free. Players appreciate knowing they’ve done
their job well. Use rewards frequently to recognize
each player’s contribution to the team, personal
improvement, or achievement of a personal goal. 
Examples of free rewards are:
■ A pat on the back
■ Verbal encouragement
■ A friendly nod
■ More scrimmage time

■ Allowing players to choose a drill to do

Be cautious with material rewards
Material rewards—food or money—may either

increase or decrease enjoyment. Coaches need to
use material rewards to convey positive information
about competence or self-worth. A good example is
giving an annual trophy for the most improved play-
er on the team.

Material rewards can be effective for encouraging
players in activities that they may feel are risky or
not fun (e.g. tackling drills or conditioning). Material
rewards are effective only in the short-term. Once
players feel comfortable doing the activity, material
rewards should be replaced with simple verbal
encouragement.

However coaches ought not use material rewards
to control the players’ behavior. Players lose interest
if they feel that they are being controlled. 

■ Rewards can positively or negatively influence
motivation in youth football.

■ The most effective reward is the
verbal recognition of a job well done.

■ Be cautious when using material rewards.

■ Reward the effort it takes to win do not reward
winning alone.

To use rewards and incentives effectively, it is important to understand 
how they influence motivation and behavior. 

SEAN P. CUMMING, Ph.D. INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF YOUTH SPORTS, DEBORAH L. FELTZ, Ph.D.

DEPARTMENT OF KINESIOLOGY, MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY

REWARDS AND INCENTIVES
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Be liberal with rewards
Take every opportunity to reward your players—
particularly when athletes are in the early stages of
learning skills. Coaches who provide frequent verbal
encouragement receive more respect from their players,
are better liked, and are more likely to have players
return the following year. 

Reward players immediately
When players execute a skill correctly, reward them as
soon as possible. This helps players remember what it was
that they did correctly or how a certain skill felt when they
executed it properly. Say your wide receiver makes a crucial
third-down catch. As you pat him on the back tell him
how well he ran his route.

Be sincere when giving rewards
Be honest and sincere when rewarding players. A
reward is more effective when the player feels that it
was earned. It will mean little to your players if you tell
them they played well if, in fact, they played poorly. 

Combine rewards with instruction
Encourage learning by combining rewards with instruc-
tion. When rewarding a player for playing well, tell him
why you are pleased with them. 

Reward effort and correct technique
Players need to be rewarded for doing what it takes to

win—effort, learning, competitiveness, and teamwork—
and not just for winning itself. Players can control their
own effort and performances but not the outcome of a
game. Even in losing, it is possible to reward players for
doing well. For example your team lost their second
game of the season, but on this occasion they did not
fumble the ball or give up any sacks. Reward them for
the improvements that they have made.

Reward teamwork
The outcome of every play is the result of teamwork and
not just individual efforts. It is important to reward individu-
als when they play well. It is equally important to recognize
contributions in a team context.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
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“Feedback, Reinforcement, and Intrinsic Motivation.” R. Weinberg and D. Gould, in Foundations of Sport and Exercise
Psychology, Human Kinetics Publishers.

“The Effects of Rewards for Athletes.” D. Feltz in PACE: Program for Athletic Coaches Education, Cooper Publishing Group.
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Coaches often react to their athletes’ misbehavior
by yelling, lecturing, or making threats. These
techniques are used because the coach does not
know what else to do to regain control. Coaches
don’t have to yell and lecture to keep control if they
develop a sound discipline plan before the season
gets underway.

Guidelines for developing a
sound discipline plan

❶ Define team rules
Develop a list of desirable and undesirable behaviors

❷ From the list of behaviors, develop
team rules
Rules need to be stated in clear and specific
terms. For example, a rule regarding attending
to instructions could be: “Players have to pay
full attention to the coach’s instructions. This
means eyes on the coach, no talking, and no
moving around.”

❸ Include players in formulating rules
Players want clearly defined rules for their behavior.

■ Threats, screaming, and lectures only prevent misbehavior
in the short term. They are best used when a behavior needs
to be stopped immediately. Routinely using such forms of
discipline creates a negative atmosphere.

■ Youth football players want clearly defined rules for
acceptable behavior.

■ Coaches need a systematic plan for maintaining discipline,
before the season gets underway, that identifies the rules
of behavior and the consequences for breaking the rules.

■ Rules have to be enforced consistently.

Many problems associated with discipline can be avoided if coaches have a
well-developed plan for controlling misbehavior. A sound discipline plan
involves identifying the rules of behavior.

DEBORAH L. FELTZ, Ph.D. 

Use meaningful and effective rewards and penalties
Rewards Penalties
Starting after being a backup Being taken out of a game
Playing a desired position Not being allowed to start
Leading an exercise or activity Sitting out for part of practice
Receiving praise from the coach Eliminating choice of a drill  

EFFECTIVE AND APPROPRIATE DISCIPLINE TECHNIQUES
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sample lists
Desirable Conduct Undesirable Conduct
Arriving on time for practices/games Being late to practices/games
Bringing all gear to practices/games Failing to bring gear or

uniform to practices/games
Attending to instructions Talking while instructions 

are being given
Giving full attention to drills Goofing off during drills
Offering positive encouragement to Making negative comments to 
teammates teammates
Treating opponents with respect Fighting with opponents or 

trash talking
Notifying the coach when having to Failing to notify the coach of
miss practices/games absences
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Maintaining Discipline.” D.L. Feltz in PACE: Program for Athletic Coaches’ Education, Cooper Publishing Group.

Players need to be involved in establishing those
rules. Research indicates that players are more will-
ing to live by rules that they helped make. A coach
might begin a discussion of discipline by saying,
“Football can’t be played without rules. Our team
needs some rules, too. I have a set of rules that I
think are important. But we all have to follow
them, so they have to be your rules, too. What do
you think are important team rules for us?”

Enforcing rules
Rewards and penalties help coaches enforce rules.
Players are rewarded when they follow the rules
and penalized when they break the rules. 

Determine rewards and penalties for each rule.
Players’ input is necessary for this because they
will receive the rewards or penalties. The best
approach is to use rewards that are important to
players coupled with withdrawal of rewards for
inappropriate behavior. Ineffective penalties
include showing anger, embarrassing the player,
or shouting at the player.

Clearly state the condition for the reward or
penalty. Players need to know exactly what they
have to do to earn a reward and avoid a penalty.

Consistently enforce rules
It is important to follow through, consistently

and impartially, with your enforcement of the
rules. Nothing destroys a discipline plan more
quickly than its inconsistent application. Rules
have to apply to all players equally and in all
situations equally.

For example, if your team is in an important
game and your star player breaks a rule that
requires that he not be allowed to start, the rule
still has to be enforced.

Threats, lectures, and yelling may prevent
misbehavior in the short term. However, their
effects do not promote learning. They also reduce
the coach’s long-term effectiveness. A more posi-
tive approach to handling discipline problems is to
prevent them.





Football can be a safe, enjoyable part of growing
up. Coaches are successful when players develop a
love of the game. Your actions influence how they
and their parents will feel about football. 

Coach for the right reason
Most athletes and their coaches will never make big
money from football. Fun, learning, and watching
the athletes’ personal growth are your rewards.

Understand your position
You affect your athletes; they watch and copy

you. Players notice how you behave and how you
talk. They see if you control your emotions and how
you treat officials. They know if you have a sense of
humor and whether you treat players fairly. You are
the center of attention. Your actions, attitudes, and

words are powerful. Be a positive role model.
Athletes take your comments seriously; these affect
their self-esteem.

Know the age group and how young
athletes develop

Understand the athletes—physically, socially, and
emotionally. Learn their capabilities and maturity
levels. Plan the season and set your goals using this
information.

Most football programs classify players by age or
grades in school. But children grow and develop at
various rates. Some may not learn football skills as
fast as others. Later, they may be the most coordi-
nated and easiest to teach. The smart coach works
equally with every athlete and uses the best devel-
opmental approach.

Coaches are successful when they:

■ Coach for the right reasons 

■ Understand players and teach skills properly

■ Keep players safe

■ Communicate positively with players and their parents

■ Learn the game

MICHAEL A. CLARK, Ph.D. 
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QUALITIES OF A SUCCESSFUL COACH

“I’m a people coach. People play the game, not Xs and Os.”
Former NFL head coach Leeman Bennett

Every coach wants to be successful, but success goes beyond WINNING. 
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Learn first aid and emergency
medical procedures

The National Standards for Athletic Coaches
recommend first aid and CPR certification for all
coaches. Contact your American Red Cross chapter
for information about sport safety programs.

Understand training and conditioning
Football demands specific training and conditioning.
Age-appropriate techniques can be found in this
series of books and other references. Learn how to
prepare your players for practices and games.

Keep football safe and athletes healthy
Choosing and teaching appropriate skills—properly
and in the right sequence—are important. So is
understanding that injuries occur at every level of
play. Some can be prevented; some cannot.
Successful coaches maintain a safe
environment for athletes: 
■ Inspect the playing field and equipment
■ Watch the weather
■ Prepare an emergency plan
■ Require the reporting and treatment of all 

injuries
■ Teach fundamentals, progress to more

complicated skills
■ Teach the strategy of football

Coaching is teaching
You became a teacher when you agreed to coach.

The qualities of good teachers also
make good football coaches:
■ Plan the season, and make daily practice plans
■ Get to know your players; learn their characteristics
■ Create a positive learning environment
■ Communicate with your players
■ Learn how to motivate players to do their best
■ Be positive and supportive
These qualities will affect your ultimate success more

than the latest strategies or the newest equipment.

Organize effectively
A football team is an organization; the coach is the
leader. Plan activities, keep records, evaluate person-
nel, and outline future goals. Decide what you need
to do better next season and begin implementing
changes to meet new goals.

Communicate with parents
Have a preseason meeting with parents and
athletes. Discuss team rules. Go over the schedule.
Collect phone numbers. Get emergency informa-
tion. Outline when and how parents can contact
you with questions. Parents are an important part
of the program—make them feel included.

Know your football
You became a coach because you believe young
people deserve the chance to play football. You
know the game and how to play it. But this isn’t
enough. As long as you coach, keep learning.
Develop the habit of reading coaching materials,
attending clinics, and talking with coaches who
have a reputation for excellence.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
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Youth Football: A Complete Handbook.  J. Cvengros, Cooper Publishing Group.
SportsWise: An Essential Guide for Young Athletes, Parents, and Coaches, L.J. Micheli, Houghton Mifflin.
Handbook for Youth Sports Coaches. V. Seefeldt, American Alliance for Health, Physical Education, Recreation, and Dance.

www.brianmac.demon.co.uk/coaching.htm.

“Coaching is teaching. Some
coaches try to make what they
do sound mysterious and
complicated when it’s not…
to be a good coach, you have to
be a good teacher.”

former NFL head coach
John Madden



Values and goals are the building blocks of a coach-
ing philosophy. The NFL and National Football
Foundation support and endorse the following
values and encourage their addition to any coach-
ing philosophy.

■ Youth football is for the benefit of the partici-
pants. Every coaching decision has to be made
with the interest of the athlete first, and the
interest in winning second. 

■ Focus on what it takes to win and not just win-
ning. Attend to the skills and fitness of  players
and encourage them to give their utmost effort.
True winners are those who always play as well
and as hard as they can.

■ Football is a game. Make sure it is fun for play-
ers. Fun results when players have the opportu-
nity to learn skills and apply themselves in a safe
and well-organized environment. Keep work-
outs interesting and varied.

■ Teach safety every day. A healthy athlete learns
skills and enjoys the game. An injured player
misses out on the benefits of football.

■ Help players become good citizens and good
athletes. Success in football and life requires
effort, commitment, cooperation, fair play, and
a respect for others. Take the opportunity to
pass on these values to your players.

■ Don’t play favorites. Try to give every player the
opportunity to play. Encourage your athletes to
try out at a variety of different positions. You
will add depth to your program and your players
will learn the value of teamwork. Give them the
chance to experience a variety of challenges.

Coaching style
Young football players come to the first practice

highly motivated and eager to please. A wise coach
works to maintain this enthusiasm. This is done by
keeping instructions short and allowing players to

■ Self-awareness is key to developing a coaching
philosophy.

■ Share your philosophy with your staff, players,
and their parents.

■ Your coaching philosophy needs to be youth centered.

■ Practice what you preach.

A sound and carefully considered coaching philosophy is the backbone of
every successful football program. Take the time to develop a philosophy of
coaching that reflects principles of child/youth development.

SEAN P. CUMMING, Ph.D. 

DEVELOPING A COACHING PHILOSOPHY

“Winning isn’t everything, but striving to win is.”
former NFL head coach Vince Lombardi

W H A T  C O A C H E S  S H O U L D  K N O W
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see and do rather than sit and listen.
Demonstrations have proven more effective than

verbal descriptions. Long drills are unproductive.
Limit instruction to 10 minutes, then switch to
another drill or conditioning activity. Planning a
series of 10-minute sessions with 1 or 2 minutes of
verbal instruction keeps everyone active and
involved.

Avoid shouting at individual players. Instead,
approach the athlete and quietly explain how to
correct the mistake. Young players have fragile
self-concepts. They respond better to one-on-one
teaching. Singling them out in front of the group
causes problems. They become defensive and fail
to concentrate on your instructions.

Developing your philosophy
The key to a sound coaching philosophy is self-

awareness. Bob Reade, a four-time national
champion at Augustana College, provides the
following advice for developing your philosophy
and improving your self-awareness:

■ Get to know yourself. What kind of
person are you? What are your reasons for
coaching youth football? A coach who knows
his or her values and priorities is a coach who
is able to make consistent and well-informed
decisions. Appropriate reasons for coaching
youth football include teaching valuable life
skills and promoting good health.

■ Be yourself. Many coaches like to copy the
coaching styles or strategies of their heroes.
Although you can learn a lot from former NFL
head coaches such as Jimmy Johnson, Bill
Walsh, or Bill Parcells, don’t be misled into
believing that what worked for them will work
for you. Recognize the differences between

professional and youth football and adopt a
coaching style that places the interests of play-
ers before the interests of winning. 

■ Share your philosophy. Encourage
players, parents, and fellow coaches to con-
sider and accept your coaching philosophy
and the values you endorse. This will provide
your program with stability and unity. 

■ Be a role model of your philosophy
Coach in a manner that is consistent with
your beliefs and treat everybody that you
work with on an equal and fair basis. 

Sharing your coaching philosophy
It’s a good idea to hold a meeting for parents

and players before your first practice and go over
your philosophy with them. Prepare a written
statement that identifies the values and goals of
your program. Include your thoughts on:

■ Attending practice
■ Assigning positions
■ Determining starters
■ Playing time
■ Player conduct
■ Parent behavior
■ Discipline procedures

Test your coaching philosophy
Stating your coaching philosophy in words may

not require much effort, but putting your philoso-
phy to the test will be much more difficult. The
pressure to win leads many coaches to sacrifice
their values for a win. Such decisions bring short-
term success and are, in the long term, counter-
productive. Winning seasons come and go, but
your reputation as a coach and a role model for
young athletes will last a lifetime.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
Youth Football: A Complete Handbook. J. Cvengros, Cooper Publishing Group.
Coaching Football Successfully. B. Reade, from Human Kinetics Publishers.
PACE, Program for Athletic Coaches Education Handbook. V. Seefeldt, M.A. Clark and E.W. Brown, Cooper Publishing Group.
“Coaching Philosophy and Objectives” by D. Nehlen in Football Coaching Strategies, Human Kinetics Publishers.
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Coaches have to communicate with athletes,
parents, other coaches, and game officials. All com-
munication consists of sending and receiving verbal
and nonverbal messages. Coaches send messages
when they instruct, motivate, encourage, discipline,
and evaluate. Coaches receive messages or listen
when their athletes ask questions, want more
information, or want to talk about problems. 

Nonverbal messages
More than half the messages coaches send are

nonverbal. At times, coaches may not even be
aware that they are sending nonverbal messages.
Nonverbal messages are a powerful
communication tool and include the
following:

■ Posture—how we hold our bodies or
how we walk

■ Facial expressions—eye contact, smiling,
frowning

■ Gestures—throwing arms in the air, crossing
arms, pointing

■ Vocal qualities—yelling, talking quietly

■ Touching—High five, pat on the back
Here’s an example of dealing effectively with a

nonverbal message. A running back has taken a
hard tackle. You ask him if he needs to sit out a
couple of plays. He says no, but his face clearly
shows he is in pain. You remove him from the game
because you are aware of his nonverbal message.

Sending messages
Coaches constantly send messages to athletes,
including feedback and organizational information.
How to send clear, effective messages:
❶ Get and keep the listener’s attention

■ Make eye contact
■ Avoid distractions

❷ Use simple and direct language
■ Do not overload your players with too much 

information
■ Keep instructions to a minimum and messages

short and direct
■ Use words players understand and

language that is appropriate for the age of 
the athletes

■ Nonverbal messages are a powerful tool in communication.

■ Sending messages consists of getting the attention of
your listener, using simple language, checking for
understanding, and being consistent.

■ Good listeners should give the speaker their attention,
remember what is heard, and show interest in the speaker.

Effective and appropriate communication is important for coaches to
succeed as leaders, teachers, and motivators.

JENNIFER WALDRON M.Ed. AND MARTHA E. EWING, Ph.D. 

EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION
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❸ Check for understanding
■ Ask players to restate points
■ Ask players if they have questions

Be consistent
Make sure your actions match your words: Verbal

and nonverbal messages that conflict cause confu-
sion. For example, you tell a player they did a good
job, but your shoulders are slumped and you sigh.
The athlete will not believe your verbal message.
Another example occurs when you tell players not
to question officials’ calls but then constantly argue
about calls. These mixed messages create disorder.

Get and keep the attention of
your listener

Say you are trying to instruct the offensive line. As
you are speaking, you notice the players are paying
little attention to you. Instead, they are watching
the receivers run patterns. To be more effective in
sending your messages, you should eliminate dis-
tractions by having the players face a different
direction. This way your offensive line is forced to
pay attention to you.

Listening
Listening is the other half of communication.

Listening is not automatic. It is a skill that must be
developed and practiced. The following steps out-
line how to become a good listener.
❶ Give the speaker your attention

■ Make eye contact
■ Stop distracting activities like making practice 

plans or reading
❷ Listen in a positive and objective manner

■ Respond in verbal and nonverbal ways
■ Hear the speaker’s message, not just the words

❸ Remember what you heard
■ Restate what you heard
■ Repeat the message in your head
■ Associate the message with a meaningful 

event

❹ Express interest in the speaker
■ Show understanding
■ Acknowledge that you are listening
■ Ask the speaker if the message heard is

correct.
Blocks to effective listening include:

■ Asking too many questions
■ Giving advice before the speaker finishes
■ Being judgmental about the speaker’s

opinions
■ Agreeing or disagreeing before hearing the 

complete message

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
“Communicating Effectively.” D.P. Yukelson in Applied Sport Psychology: Personal Growth to Peak Performance,
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Get to know the athletes
Fun is the most important reason given by young
athletes for playing sports. Winning is much less
important to them. Football coaches need to under-
stand why they play football. In other words, coach-
es need to know the athletes.
Ways to get to know players include:

■ Ask players why they want to play.
Have them write down their reasons or simply
ask them. Do this at the first practice. 

■ Learn athletes’ names. Make an effort to
learn every player’s name during the first practice.

■ Greet each player every day by name.
This shows concern about players as individuals.

■ Ask players for their input. This gives
athletes a sense of control. It also shows interest
in what they have to say. Coaches will find that
players have good insights. 

Building motivation
Young athletes play football for many reasons.

Some players simply like being with their friends
and learning the game; others enjoy the competi-
tion and the physical activity. Coaches need to
maintain and build players’ motivation.

To increase athletes’ motivation:
■ Provide opportunities for each player to be a

leader and have responsibilities. Have athletes
take turns leading warm-ups or stretching.

■ Help athletes learn by first teaching them the
fundamental football skills. Encourage goal set-
ting that is relevant to learning and improving
skills. Start with simple goals and progress to
more complex ones. 

■ Encourage players to make new friends.
■ Build relationships on the team. Encourage out-

side activities such as pizza parties.
■ Help athletes understand success is more than

winning. Point out what the players do well
even if the outcome is not winning. Say things
such as, “Our offense did a great job of running
the ball today” or “Our defense made some
solid tackles!” Such statements indicate that
executing the skills of football can be as impor-
tant as winning the game.

■ INVOLVE EVERY PLAYER IN EVERY GAME! The
weakest or smallest player today may be the
strongest and best player when he matures.
Keep players’ interest while they learn basic
skills, and let them have fun playing the game.

■ The word motivate is an extension of the word motive.

■ Successful motivators blend the athletes’ motives with the
coaches’ motives to create compatible goals and objectives.

■ Successful motivation begins with understanding what
athletes want from their football experience.

The key elements of motivation: understanding that success is more
than winning; providing opportunities for leadership; teaching skills;
encouraging friendships, and giving all athletes the opportunity to play.

PEGGY S. MCCANN, M.S. AND MARTHA E. EWING, Ph.D. 

54

MOTIVATING YOUTH FOOTBALL PLAYERS

W H A T  C O A C H E S  S H O U L D  K N O W



Football is a team game. Success takes coordinated
effort by a unified team. To create unified, cohesive
teams, coaches have to recognize the characteristics
of team cohesion. On such teams, players: 

■ Are satisfied with the team and their experience
■ Have a team identity and pride in being on the

team
■ Conform to team standards
■ Support and respect each other
■ Stay on the team
■ Understand their role and the roles of

teammates
■ Communicate openly and honestly to resolve

conflicts
■ Share goals and are committed to those goals
■ Recognize team leaders
■ Cooperate with one another
■ Take personal responsibility for their actions.

They blame no one, own up to their mistakes,
and work to correct mistakes.

Building team cohesion
Here are some day-to-day keys:

■ Communicate openly and honestly
with players. Learn to listen actively.

Practice the skill with players. Active listening
tells people that you are focused on them and
what they are saying. Active listening means
you maintain appropriate eye contact, use
attentive body language (Face each other.
Uncross arms and/or legs. Resist fidgeting with
your hands or other objects.), and occasionally
repeat in your own words your impression of
what the other person says. Ask questions to
clear up confusion or increase understanding.
Avoid putting people on the defensive by
grilling or accusing them. (“Why” questions
often bring defensive reactions.)

■ Let all players know they play a role
that contributes to team success.

■ Foster healthy competition among
units. For example, linemen need to feel pride
in their roles, but so do defensive backs. However,
avoid setting up cliques. Coaches unwittingly do
this by treating some players differently from oth-
ers (e.g. starters versus non-starters).

■ Have regular team meetings. Meetings

■ A unified team shares goals, and those goals are a
priority for all team members.

■ Team unity occurs when individuals on a team put the team’s
needs above their desires and are willing to make sacrifices
for the team.

■ A cohesive team is like a family; it’s a place to get support.
■ Be patient—team building takes time.

Team unity results when coaches and athletes share common goals and work
for a common cause.

KEVIN A. STEFANEK, M.A., M.S. AND MARTHA E. EWING, Ph.D. 

BUILDING TEAM UNITY, HARMONY, AND COHESIVENESS
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allow communication of positive issues and aid
in conflict resolution.

■ Know the team climate. Coaches need to
be in touch with their teams. Team leaders can
be a valuable information source.

■ Know each team member. Get to know
players individually; let them get to know you.

Team-building activities
During a team meeting, get players to agree on
goals, priorities, identity, and culture—with guidance
from coaches. Start the season by asking what goals
the team wants to accomplish and what it takes to
reach these goals. Athletes are more committed to
goals they set, rather than goals that are set for
them. Have the team make some rules—based on
the goals they set. Help team members connect
daily behavior with their season goals. When ath-
letes make the rules, they are more likely to follow
the rules. Players sometimes make stricter rules than
those the coach would set. Wait until the team
makes its rules; then fill in the gaps with your rules.

Use group activities that require teamwork and

cooperation. These can be physical (for example, a
tug of war between offense and defense) or mental
(such as asking the team to solve a problem that
requires a coordinated effort).

When coaches know what gets in the way of
team unity, they know what to avoid. Barriers to
unity include:

■ Personality clashes and power struggles
■ Unclear, confusing, or conflicting team roles or

team goals
■ Poor communication among athletes and

coaches.
■ Favoritism of coaches for particular players or

groups—especially stars or family members.

Be aware, too, that conflict can build team unity
and cohesion and eventually can lead to harmo-
nious interactions on the team. So a cohesive team
may have occasional and temporary conflict. The
coach who is building a unified team will make the
best of any conflict and emerge with a stronger
team.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
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Conflict is often viewed as a harmful, negative
experience. People tend to avoid it. Avoiding con-
flict, is destructive behavior. Conflict, when properly
resolved, can help build team unity. In this way, a
potentially negative issue can be turned into a posi-
tive experience for all involved.

Miscommunication or misunderstanding
often lead to conflict. 

To stop conflict before it starts,
coaches need to: 

■ Clearly communicate all expectations to players
■ Treat all players equally—coaches who show

favoritism toward certain players will cause
resentment 

■ Resolve conflict among the adults—among the
coaches and parents, and with opposing coach-
es. If the team’s coaches are not peacefully
resolving their conflicts, the players have little
chance of doing so.

Coaches may initiate conflict without knowing it.

With miscommunication, coaches send a
message different from what they think they are
sending. Misunderstanding, on the other hand,
means the athletes hear a different message than
what is being sent by the coach.

Coaches need to identify, and players
have to know, the inappropriate
behavior that is likely to occur.

Coaches need to be alert to warning signs of
impending conflict or violent behavior. These
include griping, complaining, trash talking, and
emotional outbursts by players. Physical acts to
watch out for are tackles or hits when players are
out of bounds, head-hunting, and pushing and
shoving after the whistle. 

This list is not complete. Each coach needs to
determine what is acceptable and unacceptable
behavior. These then need to be clearly communi-
cated to the team.

■ The sources of conflict on a team are usually
miscommunication and/or misinterpretation. 

■ Defining inappropriate aggressive behavior may be
difficult because this behavior can be physical and/or
psychological. 

■ Resolving conflicts requires immediate and open
communication. 

■ If violence does erupt, immediate action is necessary to
keep the situation from getting out of hand.

coaches must identify sources of conflict and inappropriate behavior,
resolve conflicts with and among players, and be able to respond when
conflicts occur.

KEVIN A. STEFANEK, M.A., M.S. AND MARTHA E. EWING, Ph.D.

RESOLVING CONFLICTS
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Open communication and immediate
action help resolve conflicts. If conflict
arises, steps to take include: 
❶ Immediately talk with players involved. If the 

conflict cannot be resolved immediately, the
players and coaches need to meet as soon as
realistically possible. 

❷ The players need to state their side of the conflict
while the coach listens impartially. 

❸ After all players have spoken, coaches need to 
verbally summarize the situation to make sure 
everyone understands the full story.

Unity, or team cohesion, usually increases when
conflicts are resolved in a constructive way. By using
this conflict-resolution process, team members learn
that they can trust each other and that their team is
strong enough to withstand the challenge of conflict.

Creating solutions
When a problem is understood, it can be solved. 
Coaches can aid in finding solutions:

■ If the players cannot create their own solution,
the coach has to act as an impartial judge. 

■ Either way, the solution has to be stated as spe-
cific behavior that the players will—or will not—
do. 

■ If the conflict is between coach and player, deal
with the player(s) in private.

Dealing with anger
Players ought to be encouraged to express their

anger with words rather than acting out.
Coaches have to show self-control when dealing

with anger. Players will follow the coaches’ actions
more often than the coaches’ words.

Anger is the likely culprit in instances of aggres-
sive behavior. Players need to know the difference
between expressing and acting out anger.
Expressing anger involves using words to describe
feelings. Acting out anger involves an action—
either doing something (yelling, hitting) or not
doing something (avoiding responsibility).

Coaches need to act swiftly to stop inappropriate
behavior before it escalates out of control. Players
should be separated until their emotions are under
control. Then, as soon as possible, the player(s)
need to meet with the coach to come to some
solution according to the recommended conflict-
resolution steps.

Communication is crucial to nonaggressive solu-
tions to conflicts.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
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Aggression in football straddles the line between
the need to block and tackle and violence.
Aggression is an issue because of the high poten-
tial for injury. Three forms of aggression relate to
the behavior of athletes and spectators. They are
defined by the elements associated with the
behavior: 
Assertive behavior
■ No intent to harm an opponent. Legitimate use

of force. An unusual expenditure of effort and
energy. 

Instrumental aggression
■ Harm is intended, but the goal is winning. No

anger on the part of the aggressor. 
Hostile aggression
■ Intent to harm another player. The goal is to

harm that person. The aggressor is angry.
Assertive behavior and instrumental aggression

include legal blocks and appropriate tackles.

Spearing and crackback blocks represent inappropri-
ate, hostile aggression that could harm both oppo-
nent and aggressor.

Physical factors promoting aggression
Heat and noise levels increase aggression. Loud
noise from spectators and coaches also increase
aggression. The effects of such conditions are
amplified when teams already are intense rivals.

Psychological factors
promoting aggression

Young players learn by observing. If a young athlete
identifies with a player who displays unacceptable
behavior, the young athlete may imitate those
actions, especially if the role model’s behavior goes
unpunished.

■ Assertive behavior and instrumental aggression are
appropriate parts of football.

■ The media and the actions of coaches and parents can
encourage athletes to be overly aggressive.

■ Coaches have to teach and reward appropriate responses
to anger and demonstrate appropriate actions when they
are angry.

■ Factors contributing to overly aggressive behavior
include: heat; frustration; aggression displayed by
coaches, parents, and spectators; and an over-emphasis
on demonstrating masculinity.

■ Teaching appropriate aggressiveness contributes to the
participants’ enjoyment of the game.

coaches must teach players the appropriate use of aggression and
discourage inappropriate aggression.

MARTHA E. EWING, Ph.D.

DEALING WITH OVERLY AGGRESSIVE BEHAVIOR
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Rewards for aggressive acts—playing time or a
sticker on the helmet—promote aggression. So do
nicknames such as Enforcer, Assassin, or Dr. Hurt.

Frustrated athletes often resort to aggression.
They see it as making up for poor play or for losing.

Sociological factors
promoting aggression

Media images promote aggression. Emphasizing
violent hits and replaying them glorifies the action
while failing to show the consequences of overly
aggressive play.

Praising players for playing with injuries promotes
a positive view of aggression and an acceptance of
the consequences.

Telling youth that they are not performing up to
the standards of a man or making derogatory, femi-
nine references causes athletes to view violent hits
as acceptable behavior.

Parents often accept aggressive behavior from
their sons as long as they did not start the action.
Such acceptance supports fighting or vicious hits as
responses to someone else’s aggression.
Techniques for controlling aggressive
behavior Include:

■ Modeling appropriate behavior
■ Monitoring coaching behavior to find what is

taught or rewarded
■ Teaching emotion management
■ Reducing hostility between teams
■ Teaching appropriate behavior and rewarding

acts of self-control
Football players see coaches as role models.

Therefore, coaches have to teach the appropriate
use of aggression and discourage inappropriate
aggression. 

Administrators are responsible for monitoring
coaching behavior. Coaches who either teach or fail
to discourage inappropriate aggression should be
disciplined or dismissed.

It is important to prepare young athletes for those
moments in sport when they become angry.
Coaches can help players recognize angry responses
and teach them to count to 10 or walk away from

confrontations. Such strategies prevent injuries
while saving 15-yard penalties for unnecessary
roughness. Preparing for these types of situations in
practice is an effective tool.
Coaches and parents help reduce
hostile aggression when they:

■ Talk about the enjoyment of competing against
rivals

■ Eliminate words and signs reflecting hatred of
the opponent

■ Encourage positive social interaction between
teams before and after games

■ Praise athletes who show restraint in emotionally
charged situations

■ Teach respect for the opponent and the game
Athletes behave the way adults expect them to

behave. Parents and coaches need to work together
to reduce hostile aggression. Parents and coaches
need to discuss with athletes the violent acts seen in
professional sports. When athletes fail to control
their aggression, coaches need to remove them
from the game. Football is more enjoyable when
athletes focus on competition and playing the game,
rather than on finding ways to hurt opponents.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
Michigan High School Athletic Association sportsmanship kit: www.mhsaa.com/services/kit.pdf 
“Aggression and Violence in Sport,” AD LeUnes and JR Nation in Sport Psychology: An Introduction, Nelson-Hall, Inc.
http://mentalhelp.net/psyhelp/chap7/chap7o.htm 
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The official role of coach does not fit with other
social or emotional roles. Successful coaches recog-
nize the power they have over their athletes. They
also know and understand the special authority that
goes with being a coach. Successful coaches appre-
ciate the responsibilities that accompany their cho-
sen role.

Conflicts of interest arise from the multiple roles
coaches fill in the athletic environment. Prudent
coaches realize how athletes, parents, and adminis-
trators may interpret their behavior.

For example:
■ Coaches who are friends with athletes may find

it difficult to be fair and objective. Decisions
about starting positions, playing time, discipline,
and correcting errors may be affected.

■ Coaches may not be qualified to act as coun-
selors. Coaches typically are not in a professional
position to meet athletes’ emotional needs.

■ Some coaches demand complete loyalty. They

■ Teammates are the most frequent perpetrators of harassment.

■ Coaches, spectators, officials, and parents all have been
cited for verbal and physical harassment of athletes.

■ Coaches need a complete and accurate job description.
This defines their authority and obligations. Fulfilling a
job description provides protection against claims of
harassment.

■ Dual relationships can lead to trouble. A coach is a
concerned adult—a teacher and a mentor—rather than a
friend, counselor, or medical advisor. Assist the needy
athlete in finding professional help when the athlete could
benefit from specific, individualized assistance.

■ Coaches become liable when they see harassment or abuse but
are indifferent to it.

There are various degrees of harassment and abuse. These occur as physical,
sexual, neglectful, or emotionally abusive behaviors. Coaches need to
recognize the potential for sexual harassment and the existence of an
abusive environment. The imbalance of power between coach and player
favors the coach. Therefore, the coach has the responsibility to recognize
abuse and eliminate or avoid any real or imagined instances of it.

VERN SEEFELDT, Ph.D. PROFESSOR AND DIRECTOR EMERITUS, THE INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF YOUTH SPORTS, MSU

HARASSMENT AND THE ABUSE OF POWER
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require strict conformity to training and condi-
tioning programs. Coaches who require extreme
commitment may persuade athletes to overtrain
or to play when injured. When dedication
undermines health, the relationship is abusive.

■ Coaches may develop romantic or sexual rela-
tionships with athletes. This creates a hostile
team environment. Such relationships are
unethical and illegal.

By avoiding potentially compromising situations,
coaches protect the coach-athlete relationship. They
also foster strong emotional ties that are important
to a healthy athletic experience.

Coaches can do much to avoid claims of sexual

harassment or abuse of power because they directly
control the athletic environment.
Coaches can:

■ Learn and obey the sponsoring agency’s or
school’s policy on sexual harassment.

■ Deal with discipline problems within pre-estab-
lished standards. If discipline policies do not
exist, coaches need to ask the organization to
create such policies.

■ Avoid sexually explicit comments, graphics,
gestures, or expressions. Verbal or physical acts
of a sexual nature are to be avoided. This is
especially true of actions that cause discomfort
to or humiliate any athlete.

■ Refrain from sexually degrading language, jokes,
or gestures. Innuendo or obscene sounds are to
be avoided. Such expressions have no place in
the athletic environment.

■ Avoid unwelcome or inappropriate touching,
patting, or pinching.

■ Communicate to athletes and parents a code of
conduct. Such a code describes what is expect-
ed of all athletes and coaches.

■ Insist that athletes and coaches do not use
words or actions that bully, intimidate, or
embarrass others.

League administrators can prevent abusive
behavior by coaches with background checks. These
checks ensure that coaches do not have a previous
record of inappropriate or abusive behavior. States
vary in providing for screening and background
checks. Therefore, administrators need to determine
their state’s provisions before initiating such actions.

Youth and scholastic football offer unique
opportunities. Among these is the chance to build
healthy relationships between coaches and athletes.
Coaches can do much to create such a nurturing
environment. But first they have to understand the
boundaries of personal involvement with their
athletes. Successful coaches use their authority to
foster physical and emotional growth in their young
players.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
“Sexual Harassment and Abuse of Power.” J. Brylinsky in PACE: Program for Athletic Coaches’ Education, Cooper Publishing Group.
Sexual Harassment in Athletic Settings. National Association for Sport and Physical Education.
Prevention of Sexual Harassment in Athletic Settings: An Educational Resource Kit for Athletic Administrators.

Women’s Sports Foundation.
http://ed-web3.educ.msu.edu/ysi/Spotlights.htm. See Fall, 1998.
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Being a parent/coach can be challenging. It puts
stress on relationships and people. Before you put
yourself in this position, think through some of the
critical issues and plan how to minimize conflicts.

Some similarities, a big difference
When taking on the dual role of parent/coach, the
simplest way to be successful is found in the formu-
la, “Treat all athletes as you would want your child
to be treated.” This means your primary concern is
the health and well being of all players. Deal fairly
with players and teach all players the fundamentals
of the game.

As coach, your primary concern is the team—not
individual players and certainly not your child. Make
decisions on the basis of what’s best for the team.
This includes lineups, plays called, defensive strate-
gies—practically everything about the game.

When are you coach?
Communicate to everyone—including your child—

that you’re coach. The simplest way is by how you
dress. When you head out for practice or a game,
look the part. Put on a team cap, shirt, or jacket;
wear a whistle; carry a clipboard. Do something
that shows you’re coach. When you’re not dressed
this way, don’t coach! Talk about football, but don’t
discuss your team or game plans or players. Let
your child—and the others—see you enjoying the
game without being coach. There are other ways to
communicate when you’re coach. Some are verbal,
others—nonverbal.

In every situation:
■ Get to know the players as individuals. Talk with

each one daily. Ask each player for input.
Respect their ideas.

■ Be consistent in your treatment of players. Don’t
single your child out for either excessive praise
or criticism.

■ Show concern for all players. Check on all
injuries.

■ The coach needs to focus on the TEAM.

■ Dress and act the part of coach at practices and games.

■ Verbal and nonverbal clues indicate to players your role as
coach.

■ The dual roles of parent and coach put stress on relation-
ships with people.

■ As much as possible, separate the role of parent from that
of coach.

■ Define boundaries between the roles of parent and coach.

Coaches often end up with their own children on their team. Be sure to
distinguish between the roles of parent and coach.

MICHAEL A. CLARK, Ph.D. 

THE PARENT AS COACH
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■ Emphasize the importance of TEAM: “We suc-
ceed when we work hard and play together.”

■ Avoid family nicknames when talking with your
child.

At practice:
■ Rotate groups for drills so that your child is not

always with you
■ Refrain from asking your child to lead warm-ups

or demonstrate skills unless everyone has a turn
out front

■ Correct all mistakes positively and promptly
■ Expect everyone to practice hard
■ Celebrate each individual’s successes
■ Avoid putting excess pressure on your child

During games:
■ Make players earn starting assignments and

playing time by working hard in practice
■ Have players play the position (or positions) that

fit them best

Boundaries between parent
and coach

Even though you may be tempted—especially
where discipline is concerned—avoid discussing
other players and their actions with your child.
Listen to complaints, concerns, and observations.
But don’t put your child in the role of informer, and
don’t ask your child for details. Finally, if someone
starts discussing other players with you, make sure
your child is not present. Respect the TEAM and
your child’s ties with teammates. 

Take time to be parent
Away from the field, treat your child as you would

if they played for someone else.
For example, ask him:

■ “How did practice go?”
■ “What did you learn?”
■ “Did you give it your best today?”
■ “Did you have fun?”
Being both parent and coach can create problems.

Of course, you want your child to succeed, but the
team has to come first.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
Way To Go, Coach, RE Smith and FL Smoll, Warde Publishers, Inc.
“Social Interactions in Coaching Your Child’s Team, Parts 1 and 2,” E Brown in Spotlight on Youth Sports—Winter and Spring
1998, accessed at: http://ed-web3.educ.msu.edu/ysi/Spotlights.htm
Parenting Your Superstar, RJ Rotella and LK Bunker, Leisure Press.
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Coaches can help the parents of players become
positive influences for their children and the team.
First of all, parents need to learn about the sport,
the coaches, and the program.
Have answers for questions such as:

■ What are the benefits and risks of playing foot-
ball at each level?

■ How does the program recruit coaches?
■ How are coaches prepared for their job?
■ What do program administrators and coaches

do to ensure the players’ safety at practices and
games?

■ What special rules does the program follow?
■ What time and financial commitments have to

be made? 
■ What equipment is needed?
■ What equipment do parents provide?
■ What happens at practice?
For help with the answers, talk to program sponsors

and other coaches, read books, and access Websites.

How coaches can help explain to 
parents what is expected of them:

■ Get athletes to practices and games on time
■ See that they have all necessary equipment
■ Report even minor injuries
Parents and the coach have responsibilities

whenever an injury requires medical attention.
Parents need to see that the injury receives proper
care. Both coach and parents work together to help
the athlete rehabilitate injuries and get back into
game shape. The coach should not allow the
athlete to play until fully recovered. If an injury
requires the athlete to visit a physician or other
medical professional, written medical clearance
should be provided before the coach allows the
player to participate.

Parents can reduce everyone’s stress level by
helping players keep things in perspective.
Attending games, cheering for the team, and being
good sports also are important. Once the game is

■ What athletes really want to get from playing football

■ The answers to parents’ questions 

■ How parents can help players get ready for practices and
games

■ Create a system for reporting all injuries to the coach

■ How parents can connect with the team to become a
positive part of the program

Parents of football players depend on the coach for information about their
roles and responsibilities.

MICHAEL A. CLARK, Ph.D. INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF YOUTH SPORTS, MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY
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over, parents have to focus on the player’s effort—
not the score. 
In addition, parents help by:

■ Talking with their children about what goes on
at practice

■ Going over team rules with their children
■ Supporting the coach when discipline becomes

necessary
■ Knowing when and how to talk with the coach
■ NOT asking for special treatment of their children
■ Allowing the coach to make coaching decisions

about such things as positions, starters, playing
time, and strategies

■ Expecting players to take responsibility for their

actions. (“I was out of position to make the
tackle.” Not, “Coach had us in the wrong
defense.”)

■ Supporting the program by keeping statistics,
working the chain gang, selling concessions, or
organizing team functions

■ Developing realistic expectations for children.
■ Providing the same positive motivation expected

from the coach
■ Avoiding the temptation to critique their young

player’s every move
Most important, parents need to let go. Parents

have to allow the player to play and the coach to
coach—on their own terms.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
SportsMom: http://www.sportsmom.com/
The Parent’s Playbook: Developing a Gameplan for Maximizing Your Child’s Athletic Experience! C.E. Stankovich and T.M. Kays, 

Champion Athletic Consulting.
SportParent, American Sport Education Program, Human-Kinetics.
Center for Sports Parenting: http://www.sportsparenting.org/csp/index.cfm
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The coach’s—and parent’s—first consideration has
to be whether the athlete is ready to play. Young
athletes who choose to play football usually
become happy, enthusiastic team members. They
develop a love for the game. Those who are forced
to join a team resent practices and can’t wait for
the season to end. They have short careers and
often end up hating football.

Learn why each athlete wants to play football.
Help parents realize that coercion or force negative-
ly affects players.

What parents expect of you
Parents care about the welfare of their child. They
want children to enjoy playing football, learn new
skills, be active, and learn valuable life lessons.
Parents expect you to be knowledgeable about
football, sensitive to their children’s needs, and
expect you to give their child equal playing time.

Conduct an orientation meeting
for parents

Communication and cooperation are keys to
developing successful parent relationships.
Consider holding a parent orientation meeting to
recruit volunteers and explain your coaching
philosophy.
Discuss such things as:

■ The role of parents 
■ Your season goals
■ Team and league rules
■ The amount of playing time each athlete

can expect
■ Practice and game schedules with expected

attendance
■ Your philosophy of discipline
■ Your need for parental support
■ When and how to talk with the coach 
■ NOT asking for special treatment of a player

■ Conducting a parents’ orientation meeting helps
communicate with parents.

■ Parents expect you to be knowledgeable and interested in
the welfare of their children. demonstrate your concern.

■ Defining a time and place for communicating with parents
is essential.

■ A booster group provides important support for your
program. 

■ Inform parents regarding appropriate and inappropriate
behavior.

Taking the time to establish good working relationships with parents can
help make your program a success and your job as a coach much easier.
Appropriate expectations from parents will facilitate the development of
a good working relationship.

SEAN CUMMING, Ph.D. AND MARTHA E. EWING, Ph.D.
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The expected role of parents
Parents need clear guidelines about their place in
your program. Their primary role is providing emo-
tional support for their athletes. 
Other parental responsibilities include:

■ Providing a positive, supportive atmosphere at
home

■ Informing the coach of pre-existing medical
conditions that may place the child at risk

■ Helping the child understand the lessons sports
can teach

Some parents, though, have unrealistic ideas
about their athlete’s capabilities.
Such parents: 

■ Live vicariously through their child
■ Spoil the child
■ Pressure the child with expectations that are out

of reach, such as always winning
■ Fail to listen to the child’s concerns about sports

and life
■ See the child’s athletic experience as an invest-

ment in the future and shame the athlete who
wants to do other things

■ Unfairly criticize the coach
Coaches should understand and encourage

realistic parental expectations.
Parents with realistic expectations:

■ Listen to their children’s views about playing
sports

■ Provide unconditional love during both success-
es and failures

■ Help children understand that the definition of a
good performance is giving one’s best effort

■ Encourage the players to be self-reliant and to
accept responsibility for their decisions and
actions

■ Encourage nonsport interests
■ Allow their children to set their standards of

excellence
■ Provide encouragement and hopeful optimism

when needed by the athlete
■ Emphasize enjoyment above all!

Define a time and place to
communicate with parents

Explain to parents that just before and after games
are not good times to talk. If an emotional parent
does come around, politely ask the person to wait
until he or she has cooled down. Meeting with
parents away from practices and games eliminates
distractions and diffuses confrontations. If someone
confronts you during a game or practice, ask the
person to call you at a more suitable time.

Dealing with criticism
Parents can be critics. They may tell you what style
of offense to run, what plays to call, or who to
start at which position. Don’t be defensive. Such
suggestions often are given in good faith. Take
advantage of their enthusiasm. Encourage critics to
become volunteer coaches. If they accept, you
have recruited a new coach and strengthened your
program. If they do not, it is unlikely that you’ll
hear from them again.

Conflicts with parents
Conflicts with parents usually result from a lack of
communication, miscommunication, or a
misunderstanding. Coaches should establish clear
lines of communication with parents and encourage
parents to discuss issues or concerns with the coach.

Encourage parents to act
appropriately 

Parents have to control their emotions. Encourage
parents to cheer their players while showing respect
for the opponents and officials. Parents need to
refrain from coaching their children from the side-
lines. They cannot make derogatory comments to
coaches, players, officials or other parents. The
coach should establish, beforehand, the conse-
quences that a disruptive parent should expect.

Your relationship with your players’ parents affects
the success of your program both on and off the
field. Include parents in your program, and encour-
age them to support their children.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
“Children’s Psychological Development Through Sports.” R. Weinberg and D. Gould in Foundations of Sport and Exercise 

Psychology. Human Kinetics Publishers.
“A Parent Orientation Program.” R. Martens in Successful Coaching. Human Kinetics Publishers.
“Communicating Your Approach.” in B. Reade Coaching Football Successfully, Human Kinetics Publishers.
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The American family’s changing structure influences
many areas of society—sports included. More than
half the players on a football team may live in fami-
lies affected by divorce.

The effects of divorce vary. Some youth suffer real
consequences, while others take things in stride.
Some adults deal successfully with the situation.
Others do not. It’s impossible to predict how divorce
will influence a particular family or child. But some
responses are obvious and unmistakable. These
require the coach’s attention.

Know each athlete
Youth from single-parent and stepfamilies are not
all alike. The coach’s first responsibility is to get to
know each athlete. This includes learning some-
thing about the family situation.

A unique reason for playing
Children from nontraditional families play sports for
the same reasons as other athletes. However, single
mothers may encourage younger children to play
football so they can associate with male role models.

These mothers don’t necessarily love football, and
their children may sign up for reasons other than a
desire to play. Coaches need to recognize this situa-
tion. It influences the athlete’s motivation and the
parent’s expectations for the athlete and coach. It
also puts the athlete at higher risk of dropping out
of the program.

Problem behavior
Youth affected by divorce or living in single-parent
families may display problem behavior.

■ The effects of nontraditional families upon youth vary;
get to know your athlete.

■ Single mothers may want children to play football for
exposure to male role models.

■ Athletes may exhibit behavior problems as a result of
their family situation.

■ Athletes from nontraditional families may need additional
attention to develop their self-esteem.

■ Learn which parent is responsible for the athlete.

■ Good communication is critical.

Athletes from single-parent or stepfamilies can present special challenges.
Coaches can best meet these challenges by knowing their athletes and
ensuring good communication.

MICHAEL A. CLARK, Ph.D.
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Such conduct includes:
■ Becoming aggressive
■ Becoming shy and withdrawn
■ Acting childish for their age 
This conduct places the athlete at risk of dropping

out of football. It also makes it difficult to integrate the
player into the team and limits chances for success.

Developing self-esteem
Coaches often react to problem behaviors as

though they are a discipline issue. When discipline
doesn’t improve things, frustration sets in. This
makes things worse.

Instead, coaches confronted with problem behav-
ior need to refocus on building team unity and mak-
ing football enjoyable. Building self-esteem is crucial.
Youth from nontraditional families often respond
positively to efforts to build self-esteem. When they
do, problem behavior decreases.

Children of divorce
Parental responsibilities are affected by divorce

and can be complicated. The coach must learn who
is responsible for the athlete. At the very least, the
coach needs to know:

■ Which parent to call if an injury occurs
■ Who can—and cannot—have contact with the

athlete
■ Which parent can transport the athlete

Communication
Coaches have to use their best communication

skills when dealing with nontraditional families.
Useful strategies include:

■ Putting all communication in writing
■ Providing extra copies of schedules and messages
■ Inviting parents, guardians, and even grandpar-

ents to parent meetings
■ Collecting contact information in writing
■ Calling BOTH parents when problems arise
■ Talking informally with all parents whenever

possible

Miscommunication and misunderstandings cause
conflicts. Anything coaches can do to communicate
with parents and athletes benefits everyone. 

Players from nontraditional families can present
the coach with challenges. Good communication is
critical. Equally important is the coach’s commit-
ment to understanding the player’s situation and
creating situations in which the athlete can have
fun and build self-esteem.

GO ONLINE AT WWW.NFLHS.COM/HEALTHMORE READING
Living in a Stepfamily Without Getting Stepped On. K. Leman, Thomas Nelson.
“Parental Divorce and Children’s Well-being: A Focus on Resilience.” R.E. Emery and R. Forehand in Stress, Risk, and

Resilience in Children and Adolescents: Processes, Mechanisms, and Interventions.
“Effects of Divorce on Parents and Children.” E.M. Hetherington, M Cox and R Cox in Nontraditional Families:

Parenting and Child Development.
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