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IN MOST ATHLETIC PROGRAMS, coaching is more of an art than a
science. Every coach has his or her own strategies, style, and methods
of motivation. The common understanding is that there is no “one right

way” to coach a team.

But there is one area of coaching that could benefit from more science
and less art: teaching athletes the mental skills necessary to succeed in
sports. To fully reach their potential, athletes need to be taught how to

“think to win” in a structured way.

Through research and trial and error
with my own teams, I've developed a
program for teaching the mental side of
sports that I'd like to share with other
coaches. Its premise is actually pretty

_ simple: If you teach athletes how to be

aware of their thinking process and
remain positive in all that they do, their
performance will improve.

Most mistakes made by athletes are
mental mistakes. When a player misses an

easy basket, it is not because he or she can’t
make the shot, but because some mental
lapse caused them to not execute at that
point in time. When an athlete is not con-
centrating during practice, it is a mental
problem, not a physical one. If you can
teach your athletes to recognize this, cor-
rections become more permanent.

As a result, practices are more effi-
cient—players end up learning more in
a shorter period of time. And athletes

How can you get your athletes
to give maximum effort in every
aspect of their performance,

on every play? Consider the
following mental (and life) skills
program.
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are more effective during competition.
I've used the program with teams at
many different levels—youth, high
school, and college—and I've watched
these squads consistently give the most
effort they can, have fun, and perform
better than anyone thought possible.

Here’s the best part: You will also be
teaching skills that will help your stu-
dentathletes succeed in life. Teaching
athletes how to think inside and outside
the classroom setting and to be positive
even when faced with a pervasive nega-
tivism in our society can help them be
leaders as adults.

Mitch Lyons is an Assistant-Coach for Men’s
Basketball at Lasell College. He is also the
President of GetPsychedSports.org, Inc., a
nonprofit corporation based in Newton, Mass.
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Game of Life

The program I describe in this arti-
cle aims to make athletes winners both
on and off the court. Most of you prob-
ably already subscribe to this ideal. We
all want to win, but any good coach also
thrives on seeing an awkward freshman
mature into a confident senior leader.

And we certainly aren’t the first gener-
ation of coaches to think this way. For
example, today, we take the concept of
teamwork for granted, but 100 years ago it
was a new idea. Back in 1906, Luther
Halsey Gulick, the first Physical Activity
Director for New York City, started high
schools operating sports programs (for
boys) because, in his words, “Through the
loyalty and selfsacrifice developed in
tearn games, we are laying the founda-

tions for wider loyalty and a more dis-

cerning self-devotion to the great national
ideals on which democracy rests.”
Gulick was amazingly successful.
Today, not only do players and members
of educational institutions understand
“loyalty to the whole,” but entire commu-
nities support their home teams with
abandon. We regularly pepper our
speech with sports metaphors because
the teamwork lessons in sports are clearly
what we experience in our everyday lives.
Gulick’s vision also included teach-
ing morals through sports. And while
most coaches would agree with the idea
that we should be teaching life skills on
our teams,. this concept has proven
more difficult. One hundred years later,
we still don’t have a standard method
for teaching these types of lessons. We

point out right from wrong during .

teachable moments, and we hold our
athletes accountable to a code of con-
duct, but I think we can do more. I think
we can teach life skills—through mental
skills training—in a systematic way. I
think the time is ripe to fulfill Gulick’s
ideal of using sport to shape society.

Studies in sports psychology say that
performance can be improved through
building an athlete’s selfworth. Our
program combines self-talk, goal-setting,
visualization techniques, and a positive
environment to help athletes enhance
their performance in any sport.

These same mental skills help today’s
young people find the right path and
. succeed in life. My belief is that low self-

worth contributes to many of our ado-
lescents’ problems (violence, addictions,
eating disorders). We must teach young
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people how to find success by building
their own feelings of value in our society.
If our society’s negative attitudes pro-
mote feelings of hopelessness, we must
teach young people how to create a pos-
itive atmosphere in which people flour-
ish and are empowered. Mental skill
training fills those needs for your team,
your school, and our society as a whole.

The Program

A main tenet of the program and
sport psychology is that people who
engage in positive thinking and feel
good about themselves will probably
perform better in anything they do. But
what is not so obvious is that selfworth
and positive thinking need to be taught.
Helping your teammates, focusing, and
even working hard are all skills. They
may seem like simple skills to adults, but
to youngsters they can be difficult.
Thus, we need to teach them, Jjust as we
teach sport-specific skills.

Here are the six major skills we teach
in the program:

® Give maximum physical effort
because when we do we feel good about
ourselves.

= Be positive with ourselves and with
others because pedple perform better
and learn faster in 2 positive eriviron-
ment.

= Set written goals because they pro-.

mote preparedness, which leads to feel-
ing confident.

= Be task-oriented and not outcome-
oriented, because our own performance
is all we can control and success is more
likely when we think about the details
than when we focus on the final product.

x Visualize performing tasks success-
fully outside of practice.

= Meditate to learn how to change
harmful thoughts to helpful ones.

You may already talk about these
things, but are your athletes getting the
message? Is there a text that your play-
ers follow? Are they absolutely certain
what they are trying to accomplish
through sports? Do all players on your
team understand the concepts?

On the teams I coach or advise, the
program starts with a 90-minute work-
shop where we introduce the principles
of the curriculum. Athletes are also
given a text to read and are tested on it
with a short open-book quiz. By reading
and writing about the skills, the athletes
better understand their meaning and

importance. We then apply those skill’

at every practice and game, without faii, _
We' push ourselves as coaches the way
we ask players to push themselves.

Of the six major skills, the three we
concentrate on most are effort, goals,
and creating a positive environment. We
work as a team on these areas and also
ask each athlete to think about them
individually. In the following sections,
I'll elaborate on these three points.

Maximum Physical Effort

Giving maximum physical effort is a
mental skill, not an emotional event.
While emotion may aid us, we must
make the conscious choice to give all
the effort we can muster for as long as
we can siistain it. The following points
are what we tell our athletes and show
them in writing:

Accept that each practice is a game
in itself. The game is, “How long can I
keep up my maximium physical effort?”

Identify maximum physical effort as
if it were a separate goal so that you
know how it feels kinesthetcally, how it

feels emotionally, and what it looks hke/ )

visually. Identify maximum effort in,
practice when it is happening so you
know what it is.

Demand that you make a choice
whether to give all you have—or not.
Don’t kid yourself with your answer.

Expect consequences for bad choices
that do not fit the identity of the team.
Each person on the team has been
asked to give something they have com-
plete control over: their effort.

Ask, before each drill, “What am I
thinking about?” (Answer: My level of
effort.) During the drill, when the effort
level sags, ask, “What am I thinking
about?” Sometimes we just forget to give
maximum physical effort as our
thoughts go elsewhere, especially during
long routine drills.

Rate your effort after each drill, indi-
vidually and as a team, until maximum
effort is the rule, not the exception.
This means completing each drill all
the way through without shortcuts.
(Shortcuts do not improve selfworth,
but drive it downward.)

Work all sides of a practice drill, so it g
is truly game-like (e.g., the defense on’

~

an offensive drill should play as if it were

areal game).
Stop and reflect on how confident
and prepared you feel when you work as



hard as you can all practice, every prac-
tice. Stop to reflect on how good you
feel as a person after you've worked as
hard as you can.

Notice each physical letdown and

consciously try to reduce the number of |

letdowris.

Support teammates, whether you are
on or off the court. During games,
bench players should help the players
in the game achieve the level of effort
everyone practices daily.

Naturally, athletes who spend the
time and have the commitment toward
maximum effort in every practice will
play better in games. But more impor-
tantly, each member of the team learns
how to raise his or her self-worth. They
feel more confident and prepared and
have learned that hard work has more
dividends than just playing better. They
respect themselves.

Writing Goals

Setting written goals is another way to
gain selfworth. Before practice every day,
each athlete must write down three goals
to be worked on that day. Why should you
insist that players construct written goals?

1. Scientific evidence shows that set-
ting goals, with a coach’s feedback, im-
proves players’ performance.

2. When players write down the little
things they have to do to improve, they
remember them better and make more
progress.

3. Setting daily goals helps players
transition to practice time. By handing in
their goal books as they come into the
gym, athletes think about their sport
before they begin to practice and clear
their minds of whatever they have just
been doing.

4. The discipline required to run a
play all the way through is the same type
of discipline required to bring written
goals every day. I have found that if you
inform kids of what is expected of them,

they see parallels between what they do .

off the court and what they can accom-
plish on it. As coaches, we establish dis-
cipline in a number of ways, and
goalsetting can be one of them.

The type of goals set is very important.
Goals should be challenging, yet realistic.
They should be performance-related, spe-
cific, and quantifiable, And they should
be short-term, as we want success every
day so athletes can see their own progress.

For example, a goal of “making bet-
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ter passes” is not specific enough.
Instead, the coach should work with the
athlete to discover how to achieve that
goal in a more detailed way. If the
answer is, “Look at the defense before
passing,” then that’s the goal.

Giving feedback on goals is also
important. After the players drop off
their goal books and start warming up,
I, as an assistant coach, make the time to
read their goals, make comments, and
try to remember their goals during
practice so I can see how they are doing.

On-line purchasing Is just a
faw clicks away! .

 www.porter-ath.com

Creating a Positive Environment

Being positive all the time is not
easy—for coaches or athletes. Thus, the
program actively teaches the mental skill
of being positive and demands that
coaches model it. Here is what we do to
make a positive environment a constant:

= We make sure all athletes under-
stand and accept that people learn faster
and perform better in a positive envi-
ronment. )

» 'We make sure athletes understand
that it is a skill to be actively positive. We

" Your kids can'do lay-ups afl day
long. Pushups till they're blue in the -

- faceWind sprints until their calves

" -ache. But until they start playing the
game on equipment that's designed

- for serious comipetition, the idea of

playing in the big time is just a dream.
:Every product we offer is designed

“.10 give your team the equipment they

‘ needto get o ‘the next level.

- Because that’s the dream.
" Toral Gymnasium' Coordination® From Porter.

For more information call (800) 947-6783

crter's Torg-Flex’
Adjustzble Geal is the
t goal on the markst

Circle No. 117
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agree to practice this skill every time we
meet and model it for each other.

» We notice and correct negative
behavior as soon as it happens in our-
selves and others. We make sure it is
corrected in a positive way, such as, “I
understand your frustration, but stay
positive.” To encourage this, we notice
impatience, sarcasm, negative tone,
rolled eyes; and other body language in
ourselves and others—then we say
something about it.

» We frequently ask ourselves and
others, “What are we thinking about?”
to determine if we are having negative
thoughts that hurt our performance.
Everyone practices replacing negative
thoughts with positive ones.

x We encourage loud and frequent
support from those not in the drill dur-
ing practice.

= We actively attempt and encourage
others to see the good in people, get-
ting past old differences for their own
happiness and the unity of the team.

» We teach and model that construc-
tive criticism from others is instruc-
tion—it is not about you as a person,
but about your play. We recognize
defensiveness and practice changing it.

= We acknowledge as a group that
the bench has the most difficult job on
the team. As coaches, we must take the

“time to teach them how to be positive
without the self-worth gained from play-
ing. For example, have them work on
replacing negative thoughts (“Why
aren’t] playing?”) with helpful thoughts
(“How could we do that play better?”).
My teams have won many games with
insights from the bench.

Too Much Time?

For those of you thinking this all
takes too much time, I can tell you from
experience that because players learn
faster in this environment, the amount
you can fit into a practice increases.
More 1mportantly, the quahty of the
practice improves.

What you will find over time is that

To request a copy of the curriculum
offered by GetPsychedSports.org,
the author can be contacted at
mitchlyons@getpsychedsports.org.
The group’s Web address is:
www.getpsychedsports.org.
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you are not using more words, just dif-
ferent ones. You can concentrate your
critiques on the cause of the error
instead of the result, making correc-
tions more permanent. And because
the athletes are grounded in the mater-
ial, they will respond to your coaching
much more quickly.

But, beyond this program helping
your athletes on the court, it can help
create a society that Luther Halsey
Gulick began to talk about a century
ago, adding in what we now know about

Begmnmg w h the 5
2004/2005 eoson,
: rlm teshng )
- mandatory for
"all Division I Men's
Compehhon Courts
.and Tournument '

the mind-body connection. If we sta:
dardize coaching to include practicir_
the skill of being positive, millions of .
young people will become adults who
know the power of positive thinking.

Ten years from now, the athletes you
have on your team today will not
remember the squad’s win-loss record.
They may not even remember your
name. But if you teach them to be aware
of how their thoughts affect their per-
formance, they will remember that les-
son in everything they do. W

The NCAA requires fhcf the first teshng shc” take place after
July 1 and before the first regular-season contest. The second
test shall be after March 1 and before the first posfseason
game. For further details about the Division | men's rim testing
requirements, please refer to page 22 of the 2003- 04 NCAA

basketball rules book.

_ Circle No. 119

COACHING MANAGEMENT 31



