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How to be an Effective Youth Football Head Coach

Don DeRosa

Hello Coaches, 
This is Coach D and on behalf of the California Football Coaches Association I will be talking about How to be an Effective Youth Football Head Coach.

If you are looking at becoming a Youth Football Head Coach, you are in for a wonderful time.  Or a miserable time.  It’s up to you.  How much fun you have will not be determined by your record (although it is a lot more fun to win).  The amount of fun you have will be determined by how organized you are (translated: how much time you spend preparing), how well you can coach up your coaches, how positive you are and how effectively you can teach your players and finally how you handle the parents when they are in crisis.  And yes, winning adds a whole new dimension to FUN, but in order to win, you have to do the other things first.

Coaches have a deep impact on the lives of our youth.  As coaches, we have quite a few responsibilities more than just teaching the X’s & O’s of the sport.  We serve as role models and mentors in teaching, not only football, but life skills as well.  Whatever we do, we must do it with class, dignity, poise, respect and always in control. We must all have fun and ensure everyone participates in a physically and psychologically safe environment.  But most important, we must teach ways to help them develop as football players, good citizens and productive members of society.  To do this, we must create a positive learning environment.

One of the greatest aspects of coaching is the connection and impact we have on the lives of our athletes.  What a great opportunity for us to help young people develop and be close to a game that we enjoyed playing.  We must find a way for each player on our team to contribute and recognize him for his efforts.  We must ensure the last player on the depth chart has a reason to feel pride and experience a sense of accomplishment.  It is important that “late maturers” receive the same skill instruction as the more experienced players, because those who mature late will often outgrow the “early maturers” in high school. 
We all know the key to success is preparation.  Our season will be no different.  As coaches, we need to be prepared so we can prepare our athletes.  Thus, the commitment on our time will be much greater than those of our players.  We will have to spend a lot of time coaching each other up on techniques & terminology, creating daily practice plans, reviewing scouting films & reports, game planning, etc….

For our players to be successful, we will have to be great teachers and be able to:

· Teach basic and fundamental skills and techniques
· Make our players understand formations, play design, defensive fronts, alignments and coverage’s 
· Be able to have our players integrate these skills into performance on the field.
· Be able to run the same plays, fronts and coverage’s from as many different personnel sets as possible to give multiple looks with very little new learning required

EFFECTIVE & POSITIVE COMMUNICATION SKILLS

Communication is something we do throughout our lifetimes with very little formal training.  We will be expected to interact with a wide variety of people: parents, coaches, board members, league officials, referees and most important, our players.  Sometimes it will be to provide information, other times to change attitude or behavior or resolve conflicts or emotional confrontations.  Think of past coaches in your life and what made them effective communicators.
· Get to know our players and learn something unique about each of them.
· Take an interest in the players and demonstrate we care about them as players and people.
· Players won’t care what we know until they know that we care.
· Actively listen – focus on the problem, let them know you are listening, provide feedback
· Sometimes it’s not what we say, but how we say it – body posture, vocal tone, etc…
One of the greatest things I heard at a recent football convention was “if you are yelling at a player then you are doing a lousy job as a coach”.  The coach went on to say that if we are yelling at a player for making a physical mistake or mental error, then obviously we didn’t do a good enough job teaching him in the first place.  We have to find a way to teach everyone, even if it means coming up with several different ways to teach the same skill or technique.  When a player misses an assignment, it may be that he used the wrong technique or was confused with the assignment.  Both can be fixed with effective communication skills and teaching techniques.
One of the recent coaching clinics I attended included observation of the college spring practice.  As I watched the offensive line, I noticed one ball player in particular kept making the same mistake over & over again.  The coach had hoped the player could make the adjustment without his assistance, but after the 3rd mistake, the coach quietly called the player over. Without saying a word, the coach put his arm around the player and they both observed the next few reps. Eventually the coach turned to the athlete and gently said "See how he is getting off the ball, taking his steps and getting into his man?  That's how I have seen you do it correctly a thousand times before and that’s how I want you to do it again.  Are you ready to get back in there?"  The player nodded with enthusiasm and excitedly jumped back into the drill, mistakes corrected and proceeded to dominate his opponent throughout the rest of the drill.
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“Success belongs to those

who believe in it the most,

are passionate about it the longest

and work for it the hardest.”

POSITIVE AND EFFECTIVE FEEDBACK SKILLS

Whether it is in practice or games, after good or bad plays, we must provide direction through feedback.  Remember the times when a coach gave you a “pat on the back” and how that made you feel.  Now remember the times when a coach said “you stink”.  How likely are you to listen to the rest of what that coach says in either situation?  Which one will motivate you into permanently performing at a higher level?
1. Never miss an opportunity to praise an athlete.  Give 4 positives with every negative.
2. Correct errors and mistakes.
3. Focus on the athlete’s strengths and weaknesses.
4. Give feedback immediately unless there is a need to wait until the athlete needs to gain emotional control.
5. Give realistic expectations based on the player’s age & skill level.
6. Be consistent & fair with everyone.  You can’t do something different or talk any differently with your starting QB or star player than you do with everyone else.
7. Be specific with an observable behavior.
8. Avoid moral or value judgments, penalize the behavior, not the personality.
9. MOST IMPORTANT: reward effort as much as or more than the outcome.  All too often, a player won’t give a great effort if they don’t expect an outcome that will be acceptable to the coach.  We want to teach that with great effort come great results.
Make sure your feedback is sincere and truthful.  Players will know when you are not being honest.  One great strategy is to sandwich the necessary feedback between two positives:

· Give a sincere compliment: “Good! Your feet were shoulder width apart and your head was up on that one”
· Give specific feedback: “Now this time, take the step with the foot closest to the hole we are running to”.
· Finish with another positive: “Great effort! You will get this soon, just keep working at it”. 

If we make the commitment and take the time to provide effective feedback to the players, we will reap the benefits of greater learning and improvement in our team. 
TEACHING BASICS AND FUNDAMENTALS

When we teach skills, we must be realistic in our expectations.  A 12 year old probably won’t understand or be able to perform at the same level as a senior in high school.  We must be positive and communicate effectively.  Remember that some of the ideas, skills and terms that we take for granted with ourselves and some of our more experienced players may be completely foreign to the younger less experienced players.  Keep in mind where each player is in their development, knowledge and experience as football players.  Does each have the physical ability to execute the skills or plays we need to run?

We will find that our players will have the opportunity to achieve greater success and perform more effectively when basic skills and proper techniques are taught from the beginning.  It is important that these techniques be reviewed and reinforced at every practice so they become automatic and second nature to the players.  Teaching assignments to our players is important, but it is equally as important to teach them proper techniques and fundamentals to execute these assignments successfully.  
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“Learning assignments are the blueprints for our building; learning proper techniques and fundamentals is the steel and brick and mortar that will make the building strong.”
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Studies indicate several different learning styles.  We must be able to teach to all of these styles to be effective teachers: auditory, visual and kinesthetic learners.  The auditory learner understands simply by listening; the visual learner understands by watching a demonstration, video or seeing something from the chalkboard; the kinesthetic learner understands by doing.  To become effective teachers, we must use each of these methods every time we teach something to maximize the number of players understanding.  The following example is a very successful way to teach all athletes for maximum learning:

1. show video, use chalkboard, playbooks, provide demonstration (ask for questions) 
2. briefly describe: WHO, WHAT, WHERE, WHEN, WHY of each technique or skill (ask players to repeat key points)
3. proper demonstration (by yourself, another coach or player) (then ask another player to demonstrate just to make sure the demo. was clear)
4. walk-thru vs. air
5. ½ speed vs. air
6. full speed vs. air
7. controlled drill vs. bags/dummies (from walk-thru to ½ speed to full speed)
8. controlled drill vs. man (from walk-thru to ½ speed to full speed)
9. controlled drill vs. ½ line (from walk-thru to ½ speed to full speed)
10. controlled scrimmage (from walk-thru to ½ speed to full speed)
Coach your entire group and keep it simple.  Avoid teaching one or two players while others are standing around not listening.  This avoids repeating instructions and frustration. When teaching skills, have many different types of drills to teach the same skill. Instead of doing the same drill over and over again, a different drill gives a greater understanding through a different perspective, provides motivation and enhances learning and memory.  Have numerous drills, each drill focusing on only one skill rather than trying to use one drill to teach numerous skills.  Divide the group to afford maximum player participation and number of repetitions.  Do not be afraid to have some players help teach others in smaller groups.    Keep drills short and to the point.  If they aren’t learning the skill in one particular drill, then by all means change the drill.  Keeping players performing the same skill in the same drill over and over again until they get it right is counter-productive because then they just keep doing the skill incorrectly over and over again.  Change the drill & they may practice the skill perfectly.  
Remember:

“Perfection may be impossible, but excellence is always required”.

Some parents like to be critical, just for the sake of being critical, especially when their son isn’t getting much playing time.  Parents like to blame the coach for not spending enough time teaching plays, or teaching techniques or liking someone else’s kid better or think their son is a lot better than he really is.  One sure way to eliminate many of these complaints is during your teaching time at practice.  Instead of going to the far side of the field where parents can’t hear you or tell what you are doing, have your lessons in front of the parents.  Put your whiteboard on the fence as close to the parents as possible and hold your chalk talks right in front of the parents.  This does two things:  1. It shows the parents you are teaching the team, have a nice progression in your plan, demo what you are asking them to do and answer questions and 2. The parents have a better understanding of what you are doing and they observe who is and who isn’t paying attention at the chalk talk.  So when they observe their son not paying attention in the chalk talk, fooling around with others, not writing in his play book and unable to answer simple questions on a regular basis, and making mental mistakes in practice on the things you just taught, the parent doesn’t really have much to complain about when their son doesn’t play much.  If you carry this step further and run a team drill of what you just taught right in front of the parents with all the athletes participating in the team drill, then the parents will closely watch their son and if he makes mistakes, they will know why.  They may even talk to their son after practice and encourage him to start paying more attention in practice so he can play more.

           “Becoming a Winner is a Journey of a Lifetime”
Being a Winner is not a final destination; rather, it is a never ending process.  It does not mean those who achieve trophies, rings, championships or riches are winners.

Being a Winner means daily acts of kindness through the mind, the heart and soul of a person.  The more you can give to others, the more you will receive.

Being a Winner means sacrifice, commitment and preparation.  The harder you work, the greater your rewards.

Being a Winner means working with others to achieve a common goal.
EFFECTIVE DEMONSTRATIONS

1. Position players with the sun behind them, in front of the person demonstrating, rather than to the side or behind, so they all have a clear view of the demonstration.
2. Avoid distractions so the entire focus in on the demonstration.  Have anything that could be a potential distraction behind them and far away so they can’t be distracted visually or auditorally.
3. Speak positively, clearly and loudly, but avoid shouting.
4. Don’t include too much information, keep talking to a minimum, and then practice the skill.  If multiple skills need to be learned, talk & drill each component separately.
5. Think about WHOLE-PART-WHOLE.   Following a brief description of the Who, What, When, Where, Why & How, demonstrate the entire technique or skill.  Then demonstrate the first sub-skill and have the players practice the first sub-skill.  Then stop & demonstrate the second sub-skill followed by practice of the second sub-skill.  Follow this progression until all the sub-skills of that particular technique are learned.  
6. Learning special cues such as “rip” or “swim” are especially helpful.
7. Teach players to be good observers by making sure they pay attention to what is happening while watching drills. Ask questions what they just saw.
8. Occasionally, ask some athletes to repeat the key points in the explanation or demonstration.
However, regardless of the quality of the demonstration, the players may not perform correctly or understand the full need for the technique unless motivation is provided.  
· Point out the importance of the skill, relate drills to game situations
· Discuss how others use it to their advantage
· Use positive reinforcement and accurate feedback during skill development
· Players want to learn and please their coach, give them reasons to do this.
· Players who feel successful will stay motivated and develop the confidence needed to execute skills and plays correctly in pressure situations.
PRACTICE ORGANIZATION
Conducting an effective practice requires planning, organization and detail.  Effective practices are the key to helping young athletes develop sound technical and tactical skill.  Organizing and running a practice is one of our most important tasks and will do much to determine our team’s success.  Believe in the plan, nothing happens by accident. 

“No one aspect of coaching is more important than preparation” – Bill Walsh
Effective teams must do more than understand and execute their plays; they must be able perform proper fundamentals, understand and execute plays.  We will have a constant structure to our practices so our players can become comfortable at practice and focus on learning and improving.  Just practicing will not guarantee that players will progress from learning drills to playing football.  Rather, the “Planned Purposeful Practice Makes Perfect” will help guarantee success. If our players simply go through the motions, they will not improve.  Purposeful practice in everything that we do will become the norm.  Everything must have a purpose or we don’t do it.  We will go into each practice with specific goals and skills to cover and an estimate of how much time to devote to each skill.  We will not practice just to practice; this is an inefficient use of time.  We will have a reason for everything we teach and how long & how often we teach a skill.  We must keep it simple and strive for perfection of execution with a minimum of errors. 
When players have trouble running plays because of assignment errors, it is usually time to cut back, remove confusion and review rather than continue and add more.  We cannot afford the common mistake of trying to teach too much, too fast.  When this occurs, nothing is learned well, performance suffers and both the players and coaches become frustrated.  

During the Post practice/game meeting with players and parents, ask the players what they thought worked best, what was the best part of practice, name someone who worked the hardest and why, who improved the most.  Afterwards, grade players; evaluate practice with the coaches to determine the next evening’s practice along with what needs to be worked on the next practice during each phase of practice. Evaluate the following:
1. Did we cover too much or too little in the time allotted?
2. Did we teach from simple to complex?
3. Did we keep players on task by having them all involved and by avoiding long lines and waiting around?
4. Did we keep things moving?
5. Did individual players get better?  Did the team get better?  Are we on track with our season plan or do we need to make adjustments? 
Sample 5-day practice plan

(before we could only go 6 hrs/week)


Sample 3-day practice plan

(once the season started, we could only go 6 hrs/week)

T
COACHING UP YOUR COACHES

Thank goodness for anyone who is willing to step up and coach.  Sometimes it’s a dad who may or may not have played football before.  Sometimes you get one of the current high school players or alumni who played in the system.  Other times you may get one or more of the high school coaches to help full time – doing double duty.  

Either way, let them teach to their position strength, teach them what you want and let them teach.  Give them practice and game responsibilities to make them feel more a part of the team.  

Chances are you will call the offense or defense.  Let your most experienced coach call the one you don’t call – don’t call everything just because you are the head coach.  Let the other coaches be in charge of one or more special teams.  Let one handle equipment or be the PAR liaison or in charge of filming the games.

BEST SCENARIO is when you have enough coaches to cover each position area and you get to walk around to each group to make sure they are doing it right, adding your own special tips WITHOUT taking over your coaches’ authority with that group. 

WORKING WITH PARENTS
Often we wait until the first week of practice to have a parent/player meeting.  That’s still good, but you should have had a few letters or emails go home prior to the start of practice that welcomed each family onto the team, gave them a schedule of games, when to arrive at games, asking help for: PAR, chains, snacks, filming, team parent, letting them know of the “mandatory” first meeting in the stands, etc…  This gets them thinking so they can volunteer on the first night.

In addition to introducing the coaches and which groups they will coach, this is a good time to give them a handout which includes your discipline policy on tardiness or missing practice & play time policy (PAR) & requirements if your league collects grades & such. 
SCOUT YOUR OPPONENTS
Do everything humanly possible to get at least one game film on an upcoming opponent.  Either do an exchange or send someone to film their game – CIF allows High Schools to film opponents.  Watch it with your coaches if possible, noting any tendencies, special plays, main plays and formations, main runs and passes.  

Then use this or another form to write info down & give it to your players.  This gives them something in their hands they can study on their own, let’s them follow you along at practice when you are giving the scouting report and game plan AND makes them feel really “COOL” getting something like this.  

Parents love it because then they feel you are prepared. 

Good luck if you ever go into a game not knowing what your opponent runs.  You won’t know what to practice for or what to call in the game. Athletes will not know what to do. Chaos happens, you will probably lose and it’s your fault. 
MOTIVATION
Motivating athletes doesn’t have to be difficult nor expensive.  If you are creative enough, you can make the simplest and least expensive thing the most prized possession on your team with everyone yearning to earn one.

The Monday following each game was not only used for films & chalk, but we gave out tons of awards – when earned.  

TEAM GOALS: 

You can have goals for: the season, league, week of practice, a daily practice, offense, defense, special teams, off-season lifting, group and individual goals. 

SEASON GOALS:  1. go undefeated in league; 2. install no-huddle offense by the end of pre-season   

OFFENSE: 1. average 150 yards rushing per game and 200 yards passing per game; 2. average less than two turnovers per game; have less than 3 penalties per game; average over 30 pts per game for the entire season; score 70% of time in RED zone; convert 80% 3rd downs; average 50 plays per game

“O”- Line: 1. don’t give up any sacks this week during Homecoming; 2. sprint up to the line of scrimmage every play this week; 

DEFENSE: 1. average two takeaways each game; 2. allowing an average of no more than 250 total yards per team all season, give up less than 10 pts per game; stop 75% of 3rd downs

QUARTERBACKS: 1. have twice as many TD passes as interceptions; 2. throw to at least 6 different eligible receivers this week; 

OFF-SEASON PROGRAM 1. average 80% attendance rate 3 days per week; increase overall strength from January to August by 10%. 

PLAYER OF THE WEEK T-SHIRT: 

Each week give out a Player of the Week T-Shirt.  You can screen-print a few dozen and hand out one (or two) per week.  

Or you can customize the shirts for the week.  These could include a multi-colored print with our helmet & logo as facing the opponents’ helmet & logo.  Put the score, date/location of the game and the player who earned the shirt.

You can make this “One of a kind t-shirt” with our computer, an iron and a sheet of heat transfer paper.   

SUPPLIES: computer & printer, iron, heat transfer paper. (purchased at many stationary supply stores). 

 STEP #1: create any design on your home computer, can be done on a simple word processor

STEP #2: print design onto the heat transfer paper, but remember to reverse the image in your print options before printing.

STEP #3: heat the iron to the recommended setting as indicated on the transfer paper directions.

STEP #4: center the reversed image print onto the shirt about 3 inches from the bottom of the neck collar. Begin ironing the design onto the shirt according to the directions.   Peel off the paper.  Any places that stick just put more heat & pressure until it comes off.

STICKERS:

 We made stickers off our computers to place in the athletes’ playbooks as reminders to them of their accomplishments.  For us, they replaced the helmet stickers during the years we didn’t have helmet stickers. 
Give the entire kick-off team a sticker for running back a KO for a TD; the whole defense can get one for getting a fumble, interception, safety or SHUT-OUT; a lineman would get one for a “flatback” or “pancake”.  The team would get one for a win.

ROCKS & STICKS:

Give a ROCK to a player who had a “rock solid performance” either in the previous game or week of practice.  Paint the rock with one of our school colors, the players name, the opponent & score and why he earned the rock that week.

Give a STICK to a player who had an incredible “hit” (stick) on an opponent that caused the team or fans to go “ooohhh” – you know what I mean.  Make sure it was one of those incredible hits that would make any highlight film.  The sticks can be painted a school color and mounted on a piece of 1” by 4” with the player name, opponent & score.

These rocks & sticks were so valuable to players, that many players would place them on a shelf in their room, on the mantle above or the base of the fireplace in their homes as a badge of honor for years after they earned it. 

STICKERS:

Each week you can teach a Life Skills theme and talk about throughout practice  or wherever you could fit it in.  Start off by creating a small sticker, printing off our computer, then giving to each athlete at the first chalk talk.  Briefly discuss the theme and what it means then look for opportunities during that week of practice to reinforce the theme of the sticker. 

We made dozens of 2” by 3” stickers such as these  with our favorite quotes.  Each week we gave out one with a certain theme to all the players to place in their playbooks.  Then we took a few minutes to discuss what the quote meant to us.

NEWSLETTER:

Following every game, create a newsletter to give to all players, coaches & parents on Monday.  Gave hardcopies to each athlete the first day of practice each week and email the newsletter to parents.  In each newsletter, try to name every athlete on the team, somewhere in at least one part of the newsletter.  Everybody loves to have their name in print, so the players loved it and the parents loved reading about their son in the newsletter.

COMMITMENT CARD:

It’s one thing for a player to dedicate himself to play for school, coach and apple pie, but it’s another thing when he commits to his teammates and asks them to hold him accountable for his: work ethics in practice, game performance, grades or citizenship. 

We have done many different versions of our Commitment Card, depending on the team and what we are trying to accomplish. It’s one thing for a player to dedicate himself to play for school, coach and apple pie, but it’s another thing when he commits to his teammates and asks them to hold him accountable for his: work ethics in practice, game performance, grades or citizenship. 











We have done this at our Thursday night team dinners and we have done this on Mondays during film & awards before practice.  Choose what’s best for your team.


























SAFETY & LIABILITY

I am not a lawyer, but you should check with your league on ways to keep you safe from a lawsuit.  There are companies that will sell personal insurance to coaches.  But most of the things you have to look out for are just common sense things anyway.

1. Never leave players unattended

2. Always have medical clearance cards

3. Know safety rules, teach age appropriate skills/drills

4. Size w/size, experience w/experience

5. Give plenty of water breaks

6. Watch out for concussions

To be a Youth Football Head Coach for any length of time, you will definitely have your up’s and down’s.  But if you plan and prepare adequately, teach the game of football to the best of your ability, have expectations that are age appropriate to your athletes and communicate with your athletes the way you would like someone to communicate to your kids, you will do just fine.  When you have some teams that are more successful than others, it won’t be because you did a poor job as a coach, it will be because you just happened to have better athletes that year and the ball bounced your way a few more times than it bounced the other way.  Your favorite and most memorable teams won’t always be the ones with the most wins.  Your favorite and most memorable teams will be the ones where you had the most positive impact on your athletes. 

To help you and your team, the CFCA has SAQP camps throughout the Sacramento area on Highway 50 near Folsom, Interstate 80 near Roseville, North Sacramento area and South Sacramento area near Elk Grove areas during the summer along with an athlete’s lifting clinic, non-contact and full contact camps.  We will also have a FREE Youth Football Coaches Clinic in late July, just before everyone starts camps.  Just take a look at our website for more information.  

As a fundraiser for your program, we will even create a fully customized camp based on the needs of your program.  At these camps, we encourage all coaches in your program to observe your players.  We even hire some of the coaches in your program to lead some of the drills.  If coaches want to rotate around with their team, they are welcome to do so. 

As always, please let me know what you think about this and any other article.  You can contact me at: coachd@calfootballcoaches.com.  You can also visit us at our website: at http://www.calfootballcoaches.com/.
Wishing you, your staff and your team the very best each season,

Coach D

"You Want to Win, We Want to Help"

California Football Coaches Association

     Director of Football Operations

Phone: (916) 337-4898

Website: http://www.calfootballcoaches.com

Email: coachd@calfootballcoaches.com

Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/pages/California-Football-Coaches-Association/212591612094486 



On behalf of the California Football Coaches Association, I would like to wish you a very successful season next fall.  





CoachD
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Contact Information:


Email: �HYPERLINK "mailto:coachd@calfootballcoaches.com"�coachd@calfootballcoaches.com�


Address: 3941 Park Dr., Ste. 20-119, El Dorado Hills CA


Phone: (916) 337 – 4898


Web: �HYPERLINK "http://www.calfootballcoaches.com"�www.calfootballcoaches.com�













