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Coaching the whole team
Coach and Athletic Director August , 2007

In my span of 30 years in coaching, I have witnessed a disturbing trend. In too many practices and games, I have seen too many coaches who are teaching, training, and playing only the top players on the team. 

Everyone wants to win and these coaches go about it by focusing only on the athletes they perceive as their pivotal players. They never consider the talent, determination, desire, and self-esteem of the other team members. 

IDENTIFYING THE PROBLEM 

The coach who fits into this category is easy to identify. He is the one who, regardless of the score, refuses to go to his bench. Not even when his team is up (or down) by over 40 points and he has players on the bench who can help. 

Warning: Do not jeopardize the well-being of a starter by making him play when he is exhausted or force him to rest when he should be playing. 

Use the bench! 

It never ceases to amaze me how a coach will instantly remove a substitute from a game for a miscue, yet allow a starter to make the same mistakes over and over and still stay in the game. Whenever I see this happen, I know that the coach has not done a good job of preparing his whole team. The same can be said for a coach who is willing to overlook a rules violation by a starter, but will penalize a backup player for a similar infraction. 

Then there is the coach who makes promises to players and never keeps them. A coach loses the trust of a player when he promises him an opportunity to play and never keeps it. To such coaches, winning is the only goal. Teaching fundamentals, responsibility and character building are irrelevant. 

THE ADVANTAGES 

The main advantage of just coaching half the team is that the coach can give the starters more repetitions in practice and cut the teaching time in half. It takes too long to have to teach everyone the game plan when everyone is probably not going to play. The subs can be used more efficiently to run the scout team. However, I know of practice situations where healthy players were banished to the sidelines and assistant coaches taking their place. 

It sure is much easier to prepare only half the team! 

THE DISADVANTAGES 

The disadvantages of coaching the whole team start with each and every player's self-esteem. A player will simply not feel part of the team when he's never given a chance to perform. He'll feel the coach has no confidence in him. 

The modern athlete is very much in tune with what he perceives as a lack of commitment to him. He wonders why he should "bust his tail," knowing he will never get rewarded. He will have no team spirit or the fuel to fire up some enthusiasm in his attitude. 

Lastly, this player will be totally unprepared to enter a game and contribute at the level that the coach expects from him. 

WHY COACH THE WHOLE TEAM? 

I am not saying a coach should play everyone, but he does have an obligation to make everyone feel part of the team. A team that demonstrates enthusiasm, camaraderie and team chemistry is sure to sprout positive benefits. This type of team atmosphere creates healthy competition among all the players and energizes the whole bench during games. 

When a coach works with everyone on the team, he helps ensure the team's preparation for each and every opponent. Should the team lose a player to injury, illness, discipline or academics, a competent replacement will be waiting in the wings. 

I remember back when one of the top basketball teams in our area lost a key player to injury late in a game while his team had a huge lead. Needless to say, the team's playoff aspirations sank because a reliable replacement had never been groomed. 

All year long, the promising substitutes stayed mired on the bench, while the starters built up insurmountable leads while playing an exhausting amount of time. 

Many players who sit on the bench may be branded as losers who will never maintain the level of drive and optimism necessary to keep working hard. 

HOW TO COACH THE WHOLE TEAM 

Devise each practice plan to get everyone involved. When scrimmaging or doing drills, mix in some backup players with the starters. Reward effort with some playing time. Nothing can be more discouraging to an athlete who works hard in practice but never sees the fruits of his hard work in game situations. If a backup is outplaying a starter, compensate him. 

Get to know each player. Look him in the eye, make time for him, enable him to succeed, and know the talents and limitations of each. 

Be fair. 

IN CONCLUSION 

Too many coaches are taking advantage of today's student-athlete. Coaches need to be reminded that success means that an athlete is playing to the best of his ability. Total success for a coach is making everyone feel a part of the team. 

Granted, each player must accept his assigned role, even if he does not completely agree with the coach's decision. However, a fair and competent coach can get each player to flourish in a role as a team player by recognizing the special talent in each individual, showing his trustworthiness in him, and providing him with effective communication. 

It's never too late to put past errors behind us by taking responsibility for them, seeking advice and support, and getting back to working for the good of the whole team. 

By Joe Catalano, Softball Pitching Coach, Kenmore (N.Y.) West High School
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