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As a coach educator, Zack has trained and presented to coaches in both Canada and Sweden. He holds a master of education in high performance coaching and technical leadership from the University of British Columbia, an advanced coaching diploma from the Canadian Sport Institute, and a Coach 3 certification from Tennis Canada. He lives in Montreal, Canada, where he coaches at the National Tennis Centre.










Foreword


A few years ago, I watched a renowned coach in his first session with the national team of a top-tier nation in a highly competitive international sport. He had just taken over as head coach, and the world championships were about a year away. The team was in the doldrums—a run of poor results, an aging group of core players, a fraying culture riven with factions, a sense that they might no longer be able to compete. But of course, the coach knew that. He had been hired to come in and fix those things.

The players had been invited to a three-day mini-camp, and the first thing on the agenda that morning was a meeting in which the coach introduced himself and his plan to the players. The meeting was very good, from my perspective. It was well run and organized; he was the kind of coach who thought a lot about where players should sit, for example. That morning, chairs had been set up in a semi-circle so that everyone could see everyone else when they spoke, and the coach shuffled the players around as soon as they came in so they weren’t sitting next to the guys they knew best. His message, meanwhile, was clear and compelling. He had a plan and it was smart. He believed in them but would hold them to high standards. He was both funny and serious. Players spoke and shared insights during the meeting, which showed that while the coach was in charge, he thought it was their team too. He mentioned details that showed he knew the players as individuals. Every minute was used well, which suggested that he had taken his own preparation seriously. Each of the assistant coaches had clearly been expected to prepare and practice what they would say, and so the meeting was crisp and energetic. It ended exactly on time.

This is all to say that it was a very good meeting, but I don’t think it accomplished much. I don’t say that to denigrate the things the coach did well that morning, because I’ve seen a lot of meetings that were not nearly as well run as that one, even at the most elite levels. But the players were, at best, cautious. I watched them walk out of the room, alone or in twos and threes, their body language reserved and anxious. There wasn’t much eye contact. They’d seen their share of meetings, and one meeting—even a good one—couldn’t answer The Question.

The Question hangs unspoken over every coach and every team. The players had given a large part of their lives to the game—it was a profession to them now; it was their identity—and their hope was that they could become the best version of themselves individually and as a team. Could the coach help them do that? Could he make them better? Was he capable of helping them achieve what they dreamed of? That was The Question. That is The Question for any coach at the elite level, where sport is more than just play: Can you help us get closer to doing what we dream of doing, of being who we dream of being? No single meeting was going to convince anyone, but in an hour’s time on the field they would start proving themselves to the new boss and he would start proving himself to them.

Training started at 10am. By 10.01, the players were going full gas. By 10.05, there were shouts of encouragement and celebration among the players. At 10.10, the coach brought them in, panting, and broke down the subtleties of their defending and simple fixes they should focus on. By 10.20, the defense was better, and just as importantly, the players themselves saw the difference and could explain it. They could remind each other: “A little tighter there—stay connected!” They were starting to believe. You could see the transformation not just in the way they spoke to one another, but in the glances they gave each other during their moments of downtime. Holy crap. It’s happening. By 10.30, every player had begun to believe that the answer to The Question was “yes.” By 11am, some exclamation points had been added to the answer: “Yes!!”

That session was a triumph of planning and teaching and culture. I’ve rarely seen a group of players leave training so differently than when they walked into it—heads held high, arms over shoulders, lingering in groups to talk tactics, work on skills, or just bond a little. Everyone wanted to be a part of it, to stand in the glow of optimism and belief for a little longer; nobody wanted to hit the showers.

Interestingly, what happened in that 90 minutes was in some ways not that different from what happened in the meeting. The message—here is how we are going to play—was clear and compelling. The coach showed, over and over again, that he believed in them but would hold them to high standards. He was both funny and serious. Every minute was used well. But now the players were transformed.

Had they been in sessions with coaches who knew the game before? Yes, hundreds of them. But coaching, as Zack Ohlin writes in this book, is a performance profession, “and in performance professions, execution counts. Knowledge without execution is wasted.”

Somehow there is magic in great execution by a coach: in being able to bring players together on the court or the field or the ice and show them the path. To make their goals feel achievable, close enough to touch. A good meeting is a nice thing, but a great session that is artfully crafted and intentionally implemented can make players feel something transformational. Call it belief in the process of getting better.

“Every coach loves the sport he or she coaches, but only some coaches love teaching the sport,” I scribbled in my notebook later that day. I had been struck by his joy during the session: the pleasure he took in designing exercises the players would love and learn from, the seriousness with which he attended to what the players were actually doing and whether they were progressing, his ability to make every player feel seen, the change that came about from his tiny pieces of feedback.

A coach, Zack Ohlin tells us, is like an athlete, in that their success comes down to their ability to make a certain inexplicable magic happen time and again in both the physical world of ball and goal and court, and in the psychological realm of players’ minds. The coach that day had walked out on the field and proved this to everyone. He threw five touchdown passes. He won in straight sets. He scored a hat trick and added two assists for good measure. He brought the process to life and made people believers. And by the end of the mini-camp, every player believed a new era had arrived, that greatness was possible, that they wanted to be a part of it and could contribute to it.

As I read this book, I could not stop thinking about that coach. Not just his pleasure and pride in the craft of teaching, but in his systems of improving his own coaching—the relentless reading, the observers he asked to come in and give him feedback, the daily habit of reflecting and discussing what could be better tomorrow.

“High performance” is a term that is used loosely and widely in the world of sport. A friend of mine who works as a sports scientist with elite professional clubs in half a dozen sports opines that if “high performance” is measured by the quality of the development environment and not the athletes when they arrive, the term is often a misnomer: there are precious few programs obsessed with marginal gains and committed to the follow-through on each tiny lever of improvement. A lot of teams might steal the idea of circling staff up to discuss how they performed that day and how they could be better tomorrow, but very few would diligently put the key observations into practice. Fewer still would be using the idea six months later.

Put another way, almost everyone in the coaching profession would agree that a certain set of premises are true about athletes and their development. For example, almost everyone would likely agree that every athlete needs to practice to achieve excellence, and that some athletes practice better than others; their mindsets cause them to get better a little faster than, say, the teammate standing right next to them. They are more reflective. Or their preparation is better: they walk out onto the court thinking about getting better, not just getting through practice. They relish feedback and use it to improve, rather than just nod in agreement and persist in doing things the same way they have always done. They study the game on their own. Almost everyone would agree that some players have a mindset that helps them get more out of the people around them. They can check their ego and balance that with pride in their own performance.

Every coach would agree that those things are true about athletes. But fewer would recognize that they are also true about themselves as coaches—their own willingness to practice and reflect, and their own mindsets about improving their performance can cause them to improve faster than the person next to them. For those who are inclined to believe in this premise, who want to put in the work to achieve marginal gains in their own craft and who want a road map to get there, this book will be invaluable.

It begins with the premise that coaches have much in common with the athletes they coach, and that their path to development requires a similar degree of careful attention. It outlines key skills on which to focus and the steps that can yield improvement. Perhaps most importantly, it grounds those discussions in cognitive science, translated for ease of application by a coach who has himself spent years on just such a journey.

I can attest to this last part myself. I’ve known Zack Ohlin for more than five years, since he wrote me one day to ask if I would watch a video of his training sessions with elite tennis players and critique his coaching. How could he get better at making them better? He shared the video uncut. He didn’t want me to see his best moments; he wanted me to see everything. We chatted again after he had tried some of the things I suggested. What had helped and, just as importantly, what hadn’t? He was reflective and self-critical and obsessed with why. Why did A work and B didn’t? We discussed what he did on and off the court—I still remember the booklets he made to help players learn how better to read the body language of opponents before they struck the ball. His journey, I can attest, is one of not just knowledge and study in the abstract, but practice and constant self-reflection and humility. If coaches are like athletes, Zack is the guy who always reflects a little more, who thinks about each bit of feedback, whose mindset means he spends the drive home thinking about what it will take to improve. What he’s learned in doing that, which he shares in this book, will be gold for people who also seek to be elite at the craft of coaching.

Doug Lemov










Part 1

The Coach Is an Athlete



Working with young people is a sacred trust.

—Nick Saviano



This book will be divided into three parts. In Part 1, we’ll discuss what it means to be a coach, and, more importantly, what it means to get better as a coach. In Part 2, we’ll look at how exactly we should go about improving ourselves. And in Part 3, we’ll talk about the fundamental skills that underlie successful coaching.

But why should we strive to get better? Why do we have to put ourselves under such pressure? The answer, of course, revolves around the most important people in coaching: our athletes.


The Imbalance of Importance

In the media we often hear thoughts much like the one quoted above, reminding us that teaching is a noble profession, that as coaches we have the opportunity to change lives, that children are easily influenced and need role models. And this is all true. But in our profession—that is, high-performance coaching—there is something even more critical to consider. It’s what I call the imbalance of importance.

Throughout the course of your career, how many athletes will consider you their coach? A dozen? Two dozen? Fifty? A hundred? The answer will vary depending on your sport, but for most of us, the answer is at least five. Now answer this: How many careers does each player get?

One.

That’s it. One shot. One career. One chance to achieve what for most of them has been a lifelong dream. In some cases, it will pay for their education. In others, it will pay for their kids’ education. And it may fundamentally change who they are as a person—their identity, their beliefs, their values, and their skills. But they’ll only get one athletic career.

There is a massive imbalance of importance in the coach–player relationship. We will all coach multiple athletes. They will all get only one career. My coaching mistakes may not significantly change the trajectory of my life—I’ll work with other players, and as we know, it’s the players who make the coach. One good win and my career is better off. One struggling player, and I can sweep that under the rug.

But for them? A failure of mine can be immensely impactful—changing the way they see themselves or their sport. It could lessen their enjoyment, create more pressure, or reduce their participation.

This is not to say that every coaching interaction we have will be laden with this immense burden, each conversation carrying with it the pressure of a life-or-death outcome. In fact, most actions we take as coaches will sit in the gray zone, having neither a large positive nor negative outcome. But in the aggregate, our behavior as leaders is significantly more impactful to the athletes we coach than it is to ourselves.



The Extraordinary Goal

As a coach, how do you know if you’re doing a good job? Is it the number of titles won? Number of medals? Highest rankings? Or is your success measured by the impact you have on your athletes’ lives?

I’d suggest that both play a role. It goes without saying that the role of a coach is a personal one—we coach people, not sports. Our players are people first, athletes second. And just like many of you, my primary goal is to make a positive difference in the lives of my pupils.

But we can’t deny the fact that high-performance sport is a results-oriented business. If you want your athletes to win major trophies, you’ve got to make sure they get better than the others. If you want your teams to win more games, you’ve got to make sure that you teach them what it takes before the opposition does. And if you want to ensure you keep collecting a paycheck, you’ve got to make sure that your coaching improves player performance faster than no coaching at all.

Regardless of whether we take the personal lens or the athletic lens, success as a performance coach comes down to one thing: beating the curve.
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Figure 1. Your coaching must accelerate the improvement curve.


At the developmental levels, your job is to make sure that your coaching accelerates improvement. The key word here is accelerates. The vast majority of people, especially at the developmental levels, will improve only with practice. Think about it: take ten 9-year-olds, give them a few soccer balls, and put them on a pitch for two hours a week for a year. Will they improve? Absolutely. Would they improve more with your coaching? That’s the question you need to ask yourself.

Even at higher, more competitive levels, players still have a lot of room for growth, and they can easily improve on their own, without intervention. Especially for athletes who are still growing, and perhaps going through puberty, the physical changes alone can lead to greater results without any coaching.

Our first job as coaches, then, is to ensure that our influence, however that may present itself, is leading to improvements greater than those that would be achieved on their own. In other words, we need to beat the curve.
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Figure 2. Your goal is to improve player performance faster than other coaches.
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Figure 3. Your goal is for your players to improve faster than their competitors.


At the performance level, the concept of beating the curve applies not to the improvements that players would make without coaching, but rather to the improvements they would make with another person’s coaching.

Consider Jessica Pegula, an American professional tennis player and at the time of writing, the world’s number 3 ranked tennis player. She began the first year of her full-time professional career in 2011 ranked 861 and finished in 2012 ranked 151. This was a very respectable jump for the promising then-18-year-old (not only was Pegula a highly ranked junior, but her father is a billionaire; there would be no shortage of resources for the young talent). But in the next five years, her ranking plateaued, hovering between 123 and 250. In 2017, she hired a new coach, and by the end of 2019 she was ranked 76, inside the top 100 for the first time in her career. In 2019, she hired yet another coach, David Witt, and the two remain together at the time of writing. What has Witt’s influence been? Two singles titles and three finals, and seven doubles titles and three finals, including at the French Open. Also, quarterfinal appearances at three of the four Grand Slams, and, of course, a steady rate of improvement that has seen her climb to number 3 in the world in singles and number 2 in doubles at the age of 29, making her the fifth-oldest player in the top 20.


[image: Line graph displays ‘Ranking’ on the Y-axis, ranging from 1 to 1000, with lower numbers indicating a better ranking. The X-axis represents ‘Year’, from 2009 to 2023. The data points show a significant improvement in ranking over time.]
Figure 4. Jessica Pegula’s professional ranking progression.



Extended Descriptions
Line graph displays ‘Ranking’ on the Y-axis, ranging from 1 to 1000, with lower numbers indicating a better ranking. The X-axis represents ‘Year’, from 2009 to 2023. The data points show a significant improvement in ranking over time. Starting at a ranking of 905 in 2009, it drops to 844 in 2010, then sharply improves to 288 in 2011, 147 in 2012, and 123 in 2013. There's a dip to 198 in 2014, followed by 150 in 2015, 135 in 2016. In 2017, the ranking is 167, with an annotation pointing to this year labeled ‘New Coach’. The ranking then improves to 110 in 2018, 55 in 2019, and 59 in 2020, with another annotation pointing to 2020 labeled ‘New Coach’. Finally, the ranking reaches 18 in 2021, and then plateaus at 3 for both 2022 and 2023.


This is a remarkable turn of events. Pegula spent years grinding on the secondary tours before all of a sudden, seemingly out of nowhere, rising not just to the Grand Slam level but into the top five in the world. What caused this change?

Of course, it’s impossible to know for sure. Any number of factors could have led to such a development: a change in diet, a jump in confidence, a new fitness program. But in the absence of such changes, it’s not unreasonable to imagine that it could be, at least partially, the result of Witt’s coaching.

This is what we are aiming for: to make a noticeable difference, especially compared to other coaches or athletes. Now, not everyone can be number 1 in the world. But performance sport is about competition, and we owe it to our athletes to be just as competitive about our coaching as they are about their playing.

I’m not saying that this is a coach-versus-coach battle. I’m not saying that there should be coach rankings, or a coach leaderboard, or for that matter that we should celebrate our players’ or team’s wins as our own. In all of this, we should retain the sense of duty central to our profession: we are doing this for them. And in so doing, we should do it to the highest level possible and strive to do it better day after day.

Coaching is often compared to teaching. After all, both professions involve instructing pupils who are generally minors. As coaches, we have a lot to learn from those teachers who excel, but there is one important distinction between teachers and coaches: how we define success.

The mandate of a teacher is, in its simplest form, to bring all students up to a required level of proficiency. This is why we have minimum passing grades and state-run exams. Think about it: the entire education system is designed with the goal of ensuring that students, whether at the primary, secondary, or university level, reach a minimum level of competency in their required subjects. After all, this is how we determine whether or not someone passes a class, advances from one grade to another, or ultimately receives their degree. Of course, teachers do much more than just that—from inspiring young children to running extracurricular activities and helping star students get scholarships to their dream schools. But at its base, teaching is about helping a large number of pupils achieve an average level of competency.

Performance coaching, on the other hand, exists at the other end of the spectrum, wherein we help a small number of players achieve an incredibly high level of competency—often in the top 1%. As Marlene Nobrega, former long-time Tennis Canada physiotherapist, once said to me, “The average teenager does not have a physiotherapist.” In other words, there is nothing normal about high-performance sport. Not mentally, and certainly not physically. But as they say, to achieve the extraordinary, you can’t just do the ordinary. If our goal is to develop players who will be in the top 1%, then shouldn’t our own training reflect that? If we want our results to be extraordinary, shouldn’t our own professional development go above and beyond?

High-performance sport plays an outsize role in the lives of many athletes. Not only is it emotionally meaningful, it takes up a significant amount of time during what are often our athletes’ formative years. They have goals—extraordinary ones—and we owe it to them to take our own development just as seriously as they take theirs.

In the coming chapters, we’ll discuss in more detail how to get better at coaching. What makes coaching so unique? Are you born a good coach, or can you get better at coaching? Does experience equate to skill? And if not, what should you be doing to develop yourself?

If you’re looking for the answers to these questions, keep reading.
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