Winning Is The Top of the Pyramid.
You’ll Get There With These Twelve Essential Pieces of the Foundation
Many coaches & parents become so focused on getting to the “top of the pyramid” that they don’t pay enough attention to developing the pyramid’s foundation. 

Let’s look at what makes up the foundation of a winning program.  Realize these don’t guarantee a winning team every year, but not doing them will practically ensure a losing season every year!

I.  Take Care Of The Players!  Haven’t you heard the following dozens of times:  “Players don’t care how much their coach knows until they know how much their coach cares.”  Coaches should care about their players’ birthdays, class work, injuries, other sports, family crises, etc.  Coaches must make their players feel as though they’re invaluable!  Just the other night I told my team, “Forty girls tried out.  We kept 21 on these two teams.  If the coaches hadn’t seen something in your game, you wouldn’t be here.  So when you start doubting yourself, come to me and I’ll tell you why we kept you and how much you have improved since then.”

Subpoint A:  If The Players Are Miserable, Then The Parents Are Usually Also.    Parents love their children.  Some male coaches (and especially single male childless coaches!) don’t appreciate the parent/child bond.  I didn’t, and I probably still underestimate it.  Speak to your players.  Email them.  Congratulate them for the successes in their lives, and console their failures.   

Subpoint B:  Gifts & Gear & Little Presents.
Valentine’s cards, water bottles, Christmas cards, Halloween cards, etc.  Birthday cards are MANDATORY!   Once again, if you take care of your players, if the players believe that you care about them, then they’ll care about you!

II. Teach The Fundamentals.  
This may be the most important element of winning, but don’t concentrate so heavily on this that you ignore the other things I have listed here. 
After you completely learn the fundamentals of your defense and offense, then teach it.  Learn the master coaches’ methods of passing, hitting, serving, setting, etc.  Then teach it.  Then expect your players do it the way you teach.

III Fun
About twenty years ago a few hundred girls who had quit sports were asked, “What would have kept you from quitting?”  The top answer: “If it had been more fun.”    Coaches, you can teach your players proper fundamentals, you can expect miracles from them, you can do everything that’s in this article; but, if you don’t have fun, then your team will never reach its potential.  If you neglect making your team fun, your 16-year-old ex-players will say the same thing about your program when asked why they didn’t continue to play. 
IV Enthusiasm, Loyalty and Commitment.
a) Enthusiasm.  Eleanor Roosevelt said,” Nothing great is accomplished without enthusiasm.”  Sure, it’s hard to get excited when all the other team’s starters are all five inches taller and two years older than your starters.  But you HAVE TO continue teaching, you have to keep cheering, you have to continue trying!!  If you don’t, who will?  If the coach isn’t happy about being there, no one will be. 

b) Loyalty.  If your school colors are green & gold, then you bleed green & gold.  You will always, always support your school, your players, your coaches, your program or your team.  You may leave one day. You may resign one year.  But you will support them, stand beside them, “have their back,” and you will fight for them.  You must.  They put out so much for you, how can you leave them hanging if they ever need you?

c) Commitment.   No player should be more committed than the coach.  Period.  No player should be want to condition more, practice more, learn more, etc. than the coach.  Period.  I heard of a coach a few months ago that cancelled Christmas Eve practice because he had to be with family, but punished the players who missed the 12/26 practice because of their family commitments.  Stunts like these make me angry.  

V Parents
If these working, driving, funding, loving parents believe that you’re doing everything in your power to understand their situation, then you’re more likely to get the necessary time and energy from their children.  
Subpoint A:  COMMUNICATION.  Approximately once every 2 weeks I send out long emails about the team, upcoming matches, the practice schedule, reminders, compliments, etc.  Keep your parents informed of everything, and don’t expect players to pass along all the necessary information to their parents - regardless of your players’ ages.  Don’t spring things on the parents. Remember, you parents may be juggling the schedules of multiple children.  What may seem like a minor change to you may be a major headache for the parents.  

Subpoint B:  Be considerate and reasonable with your mandates.   I’ve never understood coaches who can’t see the parents’ viewpoint.  For example, I refuse to change my practice time on the day of the practice.  I won’t do it.  If my superior forces me to change it, then practice becomes voluntary.   As I’ve gotten older, I try to give parents at least one full week of notice.  

Subpoint C: Communicate with parents face to face.   Be open.  Be available.  Talk to ALL of them, even to the ones who aren’t your biggest supporters.  Don’t hide.  If you hide from your detractors, then you will sink even further.  

VI  “Preemptive Strike” As Many Problems As You Can.
Of course, most problems should be taken care of in your team rules.   But since club tryouts were completed 6 weeks ago, and we haven’t started practice yet, I’ve sent out emails:

a) asking parents and players not to overextend the players by giving in to the allure of spring teams;
b) playing time;
c) how I deal with voluntary practices;
d) what are excused reasons for missing practice and what aren’t.
e) asking parents to keep their emotions in check during competition.
In those 6 weeks, there are probably 40 more topics.  Want to see one of those emails?  Just let me know!  (  

Coaches, you can FEEL crises coming.  Maybe it’s because of playing time, or maybe it’s because of the consequences a player is suffering for skipping a practice.   When you feel such a crisis, speak to that parent, send out an email or have a parent’s meeting.  For example, way way before you think girls are going to quit, make sure that players and parents know how important they are, how much you like them, how much you want to work out any problems they have, etc.   That’ll be water on their fire!

VII  Do Your Part To Develop That Elusive “Chemistry”.
When coaches say, “My team just can’t find the chemistry,” that’s a way of saying, “I let them figure things out on their own, and this team is incapable of it.”  
What was that?   smh   I tell my girls, “Fifty percent of our team chemistry is my job.  It entails teaching you everything you need to know.  The other fifty percent is yours.  It entails implementing what I’m teaching you.”  Who takes which ball is not something that I let the players decide.  I tell the players at practice which ball is theirs during serve receive, during free balls, playing defense, etc.  We practice it and practice it until we know it.  Then in a game situation, nearly every ball is obviously someone’s and we look like a well-oiled machine!!   YES!!  The kids really like how they no longer crash into each other!!

VIII  Plan Practices Meticulously
This is only a piece of the foundation, but it’s a critical piece!!
How many players say, “We don’t accomplish SQUAT at our practices,” or “We do the same boring drills every day.”  Your players may put in 300 hours in the gym during your season.  DON’T WASTE THAT TIME!!  
You should be prepared to work on weakness.
You should have new drills constantly!  
You should reinforce serve receive, serving and setting every day.
You should be training every kid to contribute in a game situation.  In other words, a kid doesn’t need practice to sit!   Kids come to practice expecting to learn and to improve and to accomplish things.  Don’t let them down!

IX  Keep Yourself Under Control.    Forget what Charles Barkley says.  You ARE a role model.  You are a role model at all times.  Kids don’t want to play for arrogant, rude, mean or hostile coaches.  If you smile, they will.  If you curse, they will.  Never expect better behavior from your kids than you do from yourself. 
X Off-season Work

“Championships are earned during the off-season.”
Club volleyball, conditioning, outdoor doubles, camps and open gyms.   
Do we need to say more about how to reach the top of your conference?  


XI Create Reasonable Team Rules.
Your rules are there for one reason:  to protect the team.  
Rules should be specific and the consequences of breaking them should be stated.
A few words of wisdom.
a) if a rule is never broken, delete it from the list.
b) if a rule is constantly broken, yet you don’t enforce the consequences, delete it from the list.  
c) create consequences that are reasonable, yet unpleasant.  
XII  Finally, Realize That This Is A Game.  
Kids are there to learn, to have fun, to compete.  Plain and simple. 
This isn’t a life or death struggle.  
And no one will suffer any long-term consequences from losing.   

Remember that you and I are no more coaching to make the Hall Of Fame than our players are playing to be on the Olympic Team.  
We coach because we like coaching.  Plain and simple.

Don’t ever let your vision of the top of the pyramid make you lose sight of the foundation.

I want to express my appreciation to Lisa Craighead and Cindy Alexander, who both contributed to this article and whose girls played on my club team for 2 years in Roanoke.    Thanks ladies!!
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