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                                   The C’s of Success in coaching
By Gordon Bowman
          I’ve been coaching for many years, and I recently found a book, Seven Secrets of Successful Coaches (pub. by Winning the Mental Game, 2006) by Jeff Janssen and Greg Dale, that I wish I had read at the beginning of my coaching career.    The principles highlighted by the authors are those that I believe in, but it’s taken me a lot of years to get to the point of being able to so clearly identify these techniques.  Janssen and Dale name all of their successful principles with the letter C.  They are certainly not secrets, but I found their explanations to be good, organized descriptions of goals that I always work towards.  Coaches and players that were interviewed for the book all say that the  “C” principals contributed to their individual and team successes.  

         Commitment, consistency and being a good communicator are cornerstones to a winning program according to Janssen and Dale.     Commitment requires belief in your team, yourself and your program.  Coaches who used consistency in their training, discipline, feedback to players and game plans earned the trust of their players.  And a skillful method of communicating this commitment and consistency to the players helped them achieve their potential.   All of the successful coaches described in the book believed that the better they were at communicating their own objectives and philosophies, the better chance their players had of being successful.  

          Without good communication skills, even a coach with the most perfected knowledge of the game will find it difficult to produce a successful team.  Coaches have a unique opportunity to build the character of a player; good communication skills can make all the difference between an enjoyable, productive season or one that is nothing but drudgery and disappointment for the players (and coaches!). Consistent, clear communication of a coach’s message using balanced, respectful methods helps the players to understand the coach’s expectations and their own responsibilities to themselves and their team. Development of a player’s confidence in himself is a byproduct of good communication.  

          Building the character of his players is a coach’s responsibility.  A coach must never show a loss of faith in the spirit or ability of his team.  Communicating disappointment must be carefully handled so that players do not lose any confidence in their abilities.   However difficult, motivating a team after a loss is the coach’s job. 
        Though a coach may resist involvement, he is often forced to become involved in a player’s life off the ice due to outside influences.  Recognizing and offering practical solutions to petty circumstances that obstruct a player’s concentration should be handled in a non-judgmental way.   Attentive coaches make it a point to give constructive criticism to their athletes to prevent them from succumbing to self-induced failure.  A coach who cares about his athletes gives the message to the players that their athletic success is influenced by their behavior off the ice as well.  

           According to Janssen and Dale, good communication, consistency, character building and a coach’s caring attitude are the building blocks to earning credibility amongst his team.  A smart coach will recognize, however, that a win/loss record is what many players use to define success.  It is the coach’s job to help each player to recognize individual successes and victories even if the team as a whole is not enjoying a winning season.  Assisting the players to identify individual and team progress promotes confidence, motivates players to work towards grander goals, and makes the overall experience a more enjoyable one.  A skillful coach will find benefits even in losses.  A coach, too, at this point, can find his own personal rewards in his team’s progress.  

           Coaches should not be afraid to show their human side to their players.  If anything, a coach who admits to a mistake and changes course to correct a problem demonstrates to a player that mistakes can be learning experiences.  A coach that shows that errors are a necessary part of life gives a player the freedom to take a risk without a fear of failure.  That said, a good coach may be tempted to take on the role of a parent, but must always remember his ‘place’ and exercise sensible caution when dealing with players.  

           Caring coaches are honest with their athletes.  They set realistic goals that for individual team members and the team as a whole are obtainable.  They consistently communicate their ambitions for the team through character and confidence building.  They show competence not only with X’s and O’s but by being innovative.  They recognize individual efforts as well as those of the team.  They are consistent and show confidence in their team members.  Caring for players is a necessary element to success, but like the other elements, it is just part of the puzzle.  “Tact is the art of making a point, not an enemy.”  How information is communicated is the real key.  Understanding the age of his players is an absolute necessity.  Obviously, a coach cannot use the same words, discipline, or tone of voice with 6 year olds as they would with 17 year olds.  The reason why an athlete is participating can be dramatically different between age groups.  It is the coach’s job to tailor his methods to the age group he is coaching.  Having communication skills that are receptive to the age of one’s players may not be an automatic ability.  Parents have the luxury of developing these skills as their children age, but a new age group may truly be foreign territory to a coach.  Still, if a coach cares about the growth and success of his players more than his own personal satisfaction from a winning season, he will earn the respect of his players.  


 I urge you to read Janssen and Dale’s book and learn more about what you can do to improve your coaching skills.  

For more information on the USA Hockey ACE Program, go to http://www.usahockey.com//Template_Usahockey.aspx?NAV=CO_06&ID=19620.

For comments, or suggestions for future topics for “Coaches Clipboard” contact Chuck Gridley at chuckgridley@aol.com.
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