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BE YOUR OWN COACH
BE YOUR OWN JUDGE

3

Review your effort after each experience.

3

Assess your own performance critically.

3

Celebrate the really good things
you do.

3

Determine to fix those things that
didn’t go so well.

“See yourself not as you are but as you hope to become.”
Jim Poteet (Krause, 2002)
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1.

Be Your Own Coach.

A lot of players who do not make the team, or do not get
the time they want in the position they want, come to me
and ask what they can do to improve. My first response is:
“What do you think?” And, that is my first question to you.
When you are a player interested in making the team, you
must learn how to assess your game in pre, post, and live
situations. As a player, I analyze my game constantly.
What did I do well? What did I do wrong? What do I think
I should have done differently? Did I hit my goals? When
you can answer these questions to yourself, you are ready
to ask the coach for his/her opinion.
Why is it important to be your own coach and judge? Be
cause it prepares you to determine what parts of your
game need your most urgent attention. Serious players fo
cus on the things that can really make a difference. Your
coach can help—no doubt. But do some up-front work. You
need to understand the strengths and weaknesses of your
game in order to improve yourself.
Believe it or not – you are the best coach you’ve ever had.
You are the best coach you will ever have. If you will ob
serve, practice, and implement the things you see and
learn, you will be able to coach yourself in ways that no
body else can – because you can be brutally honest and in
credibly complimentary.
Know yourself and seek self improvement —The only way to
really improve is to accept your weaknesses and then make them
strengths. You are the one that will know your weaknesses best, if
you are reflective.

“A winner is someone who recognizes his God-given
talents, works his tail off to develop them into skills,
and uses these skills to accomplish his goals.”
Larry Bird
“If you start worrying about the people in the stands,
before too long you’re up in the stands with them.”
Tommy Lasorda

Sometimes players forget to cheer for themselves.
Sometimes players forget to smile about their accomplish
ments.
Sometimes players forget to put pressure on them
selves to be better.
Sometimes a good fan helps—you be that
fan.

Why is this concept important? Simply – if you are
not interested in you, then who else should be? Be
interested in how well you are doing so you can fig
ure out how to get better. Be realistic, but also be in
credibly positive.

You have to be excited for
yourself and about yourself.
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2.

Be Your Own Fan.

Read this next section with
some caution. Do not hear
what I am not saying. You
should be your biggest fan.
But, you should not be a
braggart and become some
one that nobody else on the
team can stand because you
talk about yourself too much.
Yet, you should be your own best fan. What does that
mean, and why is it important?
Being your own fan simply means you follow your own
game and career – you are interested in it, and have a pas
sion. Consider being a fan of a great slugger like Alex Rod
riguez. You might follow his hitting percentage, his slug
ging percentage, his stolen base average, his home run to
tal, his golden glove status, etc. OK, now aren’t you at
least that important? Yes, you are – so follow your own re
sults. Keep track of how you do and celebrate inside your
self the greatness of your talent. Evaluate the shortcom
ings, but be passionate about your game like a wild-crazy
fan would be. Bring emotional energy as your own fan.
This will heighten your awareness of your capabilities and
make performing interesting and fun.

Insist on quality performance and celebrate
the cool things you do.

Know your own strengths.
Know your own weaknesses.

Assess your competition for their
strengths and weaknesses.

Honestly assess where you are on the depth chart and why. Make a
list of the things you need to do to move up the chart and into the
game. By knowing the strengths and weaknesses of your competi
tion, and by understanding your own strengths and weaknesses, you
can create a plan of action to advance.

“Build up your weaknesses until they become your strong points.”
Knute Rockne
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“Do not let what you cannot do interfere
with what you can do.”
John Wooden
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3.

Scaling the Competition.

Now it gets harder. Who is the competition? You have to ask
the question. If you want to make the team, you have to
know who you have to beat. Sometimes players who have
been good when they were young find a rude awakening
when they get into high school. Other kids have developed.
To the player who is accustomed to being the best it comes
as a cold shock that their playing time isn’t what they ex
pect. What has happened is the player has fallen into a com
fort zone and forgotten to ask the basic question: “Who is
better than me?” When a player comes to me, I’ll ask him or
her to answer that question. It is a tough thing to do, but
until you understand where you really sit in the competitive
landscape, how in the world can you even attempt to set tar
gets for improvement?
I always look around and find players better than me, then I
get motivated to be better, and figure out how I’m going to
beat them out of their spot. That is the way to make the
team. You have to beat someone out. It is like the old joke of
you and your friend coming upon a bear. You don’t have to
outrun the bear; you only have to outrun your friend. Like it
or not, it is like that in competitive athletics. If we are
thinking about the basketball team, I’ve got to find a way to
be one of the best 12. If I want to start, then it’s got to be one
of the best 5. But it is critical that you make the assessment
right up front. You must be honest with yourself too. Sure
there will be times when you honestly feel someone is not
better than you. So, what then can you do? Well, you’ll have
to try to think like the coach and determine what it is that
the other player does that you do not.

Force yourself to understand the competitive landscape. Then, work like crazy
to get noticed.

“No one has ever
drowned in sweat.”
Lou Holtz
If you are not doing anything that
takes a personal level of commit
ment—
If you are not practicing in order to
master basics—
If you are not setting aside the
time to make yourself better—

How then will you make a
competitive varsity team?
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4.

Individual Commitment.

So, what is your individual commitment? I was at a team
basketball camp for high school girl’s basketball at Gonzaga
University. There was a question and answer period with
some of the players. One question came up about how much
they practice. One player said she practiced 3 hours a day in
addition to the time allotted for team practice.
I have thought a lot about that answer. I think it is very
reasonable. I remember practicing 2-3 hours each and every
day just to make the starting point guard spot on my high
school basketball team. I remember doing the same drills,
day after day, night after night, and mastering the tech
niques. I did not do anything extraordinarily fancy, I simply
practiced my basic skills for 2-3 hours each night.
Included in those sessions was at least an hour of competi
tive play time. Find someone to work out against, or to work
with but put yourself in game conditions with game scenar
ios. It doesn’t make a lot of sense just to shoot free throws.
Tell yourself you are on the big stage, and shoot with a
situation of being down by 1 with no time left and you have
to make a 1-1 to win. How many times can you win the
game?
This is the type of commitment I’m talking about. What do
you do personally to really make the team.
“I don’t know if I practiced more than anybody, but I sure practiced
enough. I still wonder if somebody—somewhere—was practicing
more than me.”
Larry Bird

“Just play. Have fun.
Enjoy the game.”
Michael Jordan

Smile—it relaxes the
muscles and you will
perform better.

Enjoy what you are doing. Enjoy
the “Thrill of Victory.” Enjoy this
special time in your life that al
lows you to play your sport.
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5.

It Ought To Be Fun!

What causes sports to become “no fun?” I believe, usually, it is a
result of one of two factors. First, the athlete is not skilled
enough in the sport, and second there are external pressures or
situations that drain our mental desires.
Both situations are really important to address. If the game isn’t fun because you aren’t good enough—that is very fixable. It
takes some work, probably a lot of work, but in the end, we all
enjoy things much more when we are skilled and when we have
a chance for success. I don’t know any athlete that is able to win
without applying hard work to develop their skills. Fun comes,
in my experience, as a result of pursuing and achieving a goal.
Fun is a mind-set. Perhaps a better word is fulfillment. We sat
isfy something deep inside when we are able to develop athletic
skill.
The second situation is a bit more daunting. Outside influences
are tougher to handle. Maybe you have peer pressure, maybe
the crowds bother you, maybe the team dynamics are laced with
conflict. There are a lot of external reasons that could be caus
ing a bad experience. Here’s the bottom line on that—you play
for you! You have the power to control how you feel about exter
nal pressures. You even have the power to change the external
pressures through your reaction.
I remember playing basketball in junior high. I was so worried
about what the people in the stands were thinking that I could
never get into the flow of the game. It just wasn’t fun—I was a
bundle of nerves. I have found that the best way to get into the
flow is to smile and relish what you are doing like it is the best
thing on earth at that moment. Smile, play games with your
mind by telling yourself how “great this is.” Put yourself into a
state of “fun.” When you smile, your competition will get
nervous!

“As a young athlete, it was first about having fun;
then it was about winning.”
Dan O’Brien

Do not forget the value of
clinics. There are a lot of really good

½ day seminars and specialty clinics
that are focused specifically on your po
sition. These are good options, particu
larly if the clinic host is an expert at
that position.

Hint
3

Make sure to be in shape before you go.

3

Make sure to practice when you get back.

“The will to win is important, but the
will to prepare is vital.”
Joe Paterno
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6.

Attend Camps and Clinics.

I believe it is important to attend camps and clinics. You
have to stay current on what is being taught. You also have
to get out and stretch yourself – work against others that
are not from your school or league. See how other people do
things, and make new friends. When you are at a clinic or
camp, never partner up with someone from your own team
or league – get out of your comfort zone and partner with
someone you’ve never met before. This will help you get the
most out of the drills because it will force you to be sharp
and respond to a fresh set of competitive conditions.
There are two things you’ve got to understand about camps.
First, if you do not prepare to attend camp you will not get
the most out of it. Attending camps in the modern setting
requires the athlete to be in shape beforehand. Most team
camps, and individual camps that I see are intense. The
athlete spends 10 – 14 hours a day working hard in drills
and competitions. If you are not mentally and physically
prepared for that schedule, you will not gain maximum
benefit.
Second, you must practice immediately after you return
from camp to drive home the things you’ve learned. Many
players will go to camp and receive excellent instruction and
then do absolutely nothing with it. Imagine what your piano
teacher would say if you left this week’s lesson and did not
practice only to come back next week no better than before?
You would get in trouble for not having practiced.

“It’s what you learn after you know it all that counts.”
John Wooden

If you want to be good—you’ve got
to study by watching and then by
implementing what you see.

Be a student of the game:
3
3

Read from the experts.
Watch and observe how good
players do things.

“When you want to win a game, you have to teach. When you
lose a game, you have to learn.”
Tom Landry
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7.

Be a Student of the Game.

My 7th grade coach taught me a valuable lesson. He was Mr.
Carlisle and was also our science teacher. He explained that
in order for us to become good basketball players, we had to
become students of the game. He went on to explain that we
should watch basketball on T.V., attend high school games,
and watch the game in other situations to learn from others.
He was absolutely right. I found that watching the game on
T.V. was extremely important in my personal development.
For one thing, the games televised have commentators that
break down the game for you. It is like having a film session
with the best coach in the world explaining what is happen
ing. Most of the good plays will be replayed and the commen
tators will provide tips and explanations of what went well
and what should have been done differently. Boy, you can
really learn from that.
I learned how to shoot free throws in the clutch by watching
college basketball. The announcer was a former coach of Mar
quette, Al McGuire. He believed that a shooter with a soft
touch should aim for the front of the rim on a free throw re
sulting in a greater chance of making the shot. I used this
technique and improved my shooting significantly. Every
sport that is televised usually has a commentator qualified to
be a great coach. If you will listen to what they say, and ex
periment with their comments, you will gain great advantage
over your competition. They will not only talk about tech
niques (like passing, or shooting, or defense) but they will also
cover philosophies – like when to save a ball from going out of
bounds, when to use a timeout, when to foul down the stretch,
how to manipulate the clock in the last two minutes of a foot
ball game, or what types of pitches to throw in a certain count
of a baseball game.
“Football is a game played with arms, legs and shoulders
but mostly from the neck up.”
Knute Rockne
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“I kind of live with the mind-set that some
thing good is just about to happen in every
thing we do.”
Pete Carroll, USC Head Football Coach (Shuit, 2005)

Believe you can win.

Believe you can achieve.

Believe you will succeed.
“A man can be as great as he wants to be. If you believe in yourself
and have the courage, the determination, the dedication, the competitive drive and if you are willing to sacrifice the little things in life and
pay the price for the things that are worthwhile, it can be done.”
Vince Lombardi
18
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8.

Believe.

I am not sure if there is
anything more important
than personal belief. Do
you believe in yourself? If
not, you are going to have
an uphill battle. Belief in
yourself comes first by
making sure you are prepared. We’ve talked about
that – be physically, mentally, and emotionally pre
pared to compete.
Experts tell us we can achieve virtually anything we
set our minds to achieve. I believe this is true. When I
compete, I try not to underestimate my competition,
and I always believe I can find a way to win. When I
play golf, I believe every shot will be perfect. When I
shoot a free throw, or any shot, I believe it will go in.
When I play defense, I believe I can stop the offense.
When I go out for a pass, I believe I will make the
catch. You have to adopt the attitude of belief that
you will achieve. There are so many negative forces
operating in the world that if you do not consciously
configure your thinking processes for positive out
come expectation you will subject yourself to more
failure and less success.

“Believe deep down in your heart that you’re
destined to do great things.”
Joe Paterno

9.

What Does Coach Want?

What is

being coachable? Coachable

le players listen, absorb constructive
b
criticism without excuse, and they
ha strive
c
to implement the things coaches
a bring to their
o
attention. If the coach suggests
C

that you need to work on something, and you
never work on it, how much more coaching do you
think you’ll get? Coachable players work hard on the
things that coaches call to their attention. Then, they
receive more coaching and more opportunities as a
result.

The most

g
n
talent in the world is of little
i
k
value unless the person is willing
or to work
hard to shape that talent
W

rd into something that is going to be useful
a
and productive. Hard work is something a
H coach
appreciates, perhaps above all other

traits. I would rather have a team full of mediocre,
but hardworking individuals, over a team of superior
athletes who put out mediocre effort.

“A coach is someone who can give correction
without causing resentment.”
John Wooden
20
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ic
t
le train your body. Few are born with the
h
natural capabilities of being athletic. Mak
At

So,

how do you become athletic? You

ing your body move the way an athlete does is
largely a result of training and persistence. Watch
other athletes, successful athletes, to learn how they
move and react. Then attempt to imitate this on the
floor or field. Train your body to be athletic. Become
athletic by being an athlete. This means play a lot.

Good

es grades show dependability.
d
a Coaches do not like to see a player
r
G on the “F” list. In some schools, this

d
o
disqualifies the athlete from competition.
Go The coach wants players that are going to be

ready and qualified to play. Poor grades are
generally a reflection on your commitment to yourself
– you must have the discipline to keep yourself
ready .

Finally,

r
e
i
stay away from the drugs and
t
r
alcohol. Stay away from the party
Pa scene. It will drag you down and cheat

t a you from experiencing a wonderful ath
o
N letic career. If your school has drug or alcohol

problems, you can be a difference maker. Be the
one to make it cool not to drink or smoke. You will
find many who will follow you if you take a stand. So
be different—be an athlete!

10.

An Experience to Share.

I came from a school with a proud tradition in basketball. Our head coach had taken the basketball
team to state for more than two decades consecutively. Most of our games were to packed houses.
Playing basketball was a dream of mine since I was
a little kid watching one of our championship teams
play.
In 1978 we had a coaching change. It was just before the season started
my junior year. I had prepared myself all summer long. I had worked
three hours a day perfecting every possible aspect of my game. The new
coach came in and decided that he liked senior point guards. I was devastated – the senior over me, at least in my mind, was not nearly as good at
running the team as I. One other thing occurred. The new coach’s philosophy was that his point guards played JV as a junior – he thought it
provided the right experience and developmental environment to make a
really good senior point guard. These two things crushed me. While I
suited up Varsity, I played all four quarters each and every JV game,
which left me little eligibility for Varsity experience.
Fortunately, I had a great JV coach who understood the complex emotions this caused in me. We had a great season and lost only one game.
However, I came back my senior year a little discouraged and somewhat
skeptical. I had always viewed myself as a two year varsity starter. It was a
blow to my ego to only have the job for one year. As it turned out, I continued to work very hard and to persist. The opportunities unfolded and I
had a terrific senior year. The JV experience had indeed helped me.
Would I have been better if I had played my junior year on Varsity? I
think so, but it wasn’t in the mind of the coach and therefore, it didn’t
happen for me.
Life is like that – we will rarely see things roll out the way we want, or
even the way we plan. Yet, if we persist, if we work hard, if we use the
obstacles that are set against us as a source of motivation and energy, the
outcome can be one of tremendous joy. I still have a piece of the net that
we cut down my senior year when we won the League title. And, I’ll never
forget the experience of leading my team in being a part of a long string
of unbroken state tournament appearances.
22
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11.

The Essence of It All.

In this little booklet I have tried to convey the vital informa
tion needed for a player to make the team. I hope you noticed
that most of the tips are about attitude. You see, making
the team isn’t really the goal. If we make the team, that’s
great. If we become stars on the team, that’s great too. But do
you know what is really important? It is attitude. Developing
the right mental approach to competing, to winning, to team
work is really the foundation of what sports should be teach
ing.
Players often ask me: “Coach, what do I need to work on?” or
“Coach, what do I need to be doing?” I’m pretty happy to tell
them, as are most coaches. But, here’s a suggestion—instead
of just asking the question, explain what you have been doing
to get better and ask for suggestions as to additional things to
do. One more thing—if coach gives you some things to do,
make sure you do them. It is part of being coachable, and your
coach will take notice because this little technique will differ
entiate you from others who do not take this little step.
Here’s the thing you have to know – there is simply no substi
tute for work. What separates the really great athletes from
the pack? Judging from the examples of Larry Bird, Michael
Jordan, and others, they work to constantly get better—they
are simply never good enough.
Making the team requires you to believe in yourself, to
have the winning attitude, to be hungry, to have a strong
will, to practice hard, practice hard at the right things, to
be a student of the game, and to have a strategic approach to what you are trying to accomplish. Most of all—
don’t give up, be persistent and ready to take advantage of
opportunities when they come.
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Coach Whitehead would enjoy hearing from you.
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