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What is great coaching made of? What separates the planet’s best coaches from the rest?

For the past century or so, the traditional answer went like this: Great coaching is a mysterious gift possessed by rare individuals. We believed that great coaches—John Wooden, Vince Lombardi, Johan Cruyff, Pat Summitt—were different from regular coaches in exactly the same way that Babe Ruth was different from regular ballplayers, or that The Beatles were different from regular rock bands. Great coaches possessed an inborn X-factor, a golden twist of DNA and destiny, that propelled their success, and that could not be copied or stolen. Wanting to be a great coach was like wanting to win the lottery: everyone was welcome to try, but only a lucky handful could be chosen.

In the past few decades, thanks to the work of countless scientists and researchers, we’ve learned that this traditional model is absolutely, positively, 100% wrong. We’ve looked inside the brain as it learns, we’ve assessed and tracked effective interactions, and we’ve learned that great coaching only appears magical. In truth, it’s a complex combination of skills—a kind of sociobehavioral sport, whose fundamentals are knowledge, communication, and leadership. We’ve learned that these skills aren’t magical, but can be built with the right tools. In all, we’ve learned that great coaching isn’t about the who; it’s secretly about the how.

That’s where Doug Lemov comes in.

I met Doug after reading his first book, Teach Like a Champion. Its premise was irresistible: he systematically observed highly successful teachers, then distilled those observations into a toolkit of 62 techniques that drove student achievement. The simple, powerful moves Doug described—“Check for Understanding,” “Plan for Error,” “Right is Right”—have been absorbed, employed, and shared by hundreds of thousands of grateful educators around the world. More than that, the book functioned as a mystique-busting X-ray, peering beneath the surface of teaching to reveal its essential machinery. And it led straight to a question: if these tools worked in the classroom, where else might they be applied?

Not long after his book came out, I contacted Doug and asked if he would speak with the coaches of the Cleveland Indians, a team I consult for. Unlike richer major-league teams, Cleveland doesn’t have the budget to buy great players—instead, they build them, and thus depend utterly on developing players through coaching. The timing of my call was poetic, because, as I shortly learned, Doug was already heading up an effort to strengthen the U.S. Soccer Federation’s licensing and training program for coaches. In other words, he was deep into exploring the transfer of his teaching concepts to the sports world—a world that is famously skeptical, risk-averse, and resistant to new ideas and outsiders. The question was, would it work?

The answer was a massive and unmistakable yes. It took about two minutes, and it happened when one of the coaches brought up the old saying The game teaches the game. It’s the kind of mantra coaches love to say and repeat, because it sounds irreproachably true, and it also gives them an out, because if the game teaches, you don’t have to. Doug listened, then he spoke.

“Everyone says that—The game teaches the game—but is it really true?” Doug paused—what I would come to see as a Lemovian pause—warm, expectant, giving everybody a chance to reflect. Then he continued.

“I was just at a [soccer] workshop and we were talking about making runs off the ball—basically getting yourself open to receive a pass. At the workshop, I learned about the different types of run that you could make, and why. [Lemovian pause.] I’ve been playing and coaching soccer for decades and no one ever named the different types of runs—or that one of key types of runs is when you split the two central defenders. No one told me that—or told me from a defensive point of view that it was critical not to get split.”

The group started nodding—they got it. Then Doug asked if there were similar frameworks in baseball and the group started speaking up. Turns out there were lots of frameworks, hidden just beneath the surface: there are six ways for a catcher to block a ball, five ways for a baserunner to round first base. The room started to buzz. You could feel the ideas start exploding to the surface, coaches seeing their role in a new way.

“So maybe the game isn’t the best teacher,” Doug summed up. “It’s an unequal teacher. If you let players just play, some may get it and some may not. But if you give players frameworks to understand, they can adapt and apply them, and become better problem-solvers.” Shortly afterward, a major-league hitting coach and the head of player development signed up to attend a Teach Like a Champion workshop that winter, marking what might be a historical first: professional baseball personnel sitting attentively in a fluorescent-lit classroom, shoulder to shoulder with public school English and math and social studies teachers, learning together.

That’s Doug’s power: he gives you fresh ways to see the interactions between teacher and student and the game, and provides the tools to make an impact in the learning process. With each insight, he is teaching us an overarching lesson: great teaching is great teaching, whether it’s in an algebra classroom or on a soccer field.

Doug’s other power is that he’s always learning. That is, he has a rare ability to relentlessly explore new science, new contexts, and new ideas, and to draw useful connections. We see this power in ways that are obvious—for example, in the way Doug rethought and rewrote his original book to produce Teach Like a Champion 2.0. We also see it in ways that are harder to measure—for example, how he and his team adapted to the pandemic by developing remote-coaching models that helped teachers and learners work closely together despite the distance. Doug’s work serves as a reminder that coaching isn’t about being the all-knowing guru on the mountaintop, but rather about being the curious seeker.

So let’s return to our original question: what’s great coaching really made of?

(Lemovian pause)

I think one answer might be: Great coaches are learners who are obsessed with giving you the tools and support to make yourself a little bit better every day. And that’s precisely why we are incredibly fortunate to have a coach like Doug Lemov, and a toolkit like the one you now hold in your hands.

* * *


[image: Black-and-white sketch of Daniel Coyle on a green background. He is smiling.]









INTRODUCTION
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A few years ago, I was in a conference room with a group of educators, getting ready to show a video of a high school math teacher when I was suddenly overcome with panic, which might seem like a strange reaction.

For the previous ten years, I had been studying teachers, and in particular teachers who were “positive outliers.” These were teachers who worked with students from impoverished neighborhoods where only a fraction of students graduated high school, never mind went on to college, and where typically only 10% or 20% of students might pass a given state test (an incomplete but still important measure of progress) in math or reading in a typical year. And yet working in that same landscape, the teachers I was studying helped their students achieve at a dramatically higher rate than anyone would have predicted: they might have double the number of students passing…or four times the number of students passing. Sometimes every single kid passed. Sometimes they had more kids score “advanced” than teachers in surrounding schools had kids score “proficient.” Their results often closed the gap between kids born to poverty and kids born to privilege, their scores equaling or exceeding those in districts where educations were supplemented by trips abroad and private tutors, and where the walk to school was made along tree-lined streets that were rarely dirty and never dangerous.

I wanted to understand how those teachers could take a group of students who some skeptics said couldn’t perform at the highest levels, “didn’t care” and “didn’t have the skills,” and achieve transformative results. There were predictions of what was “possible,” in other words, and then there were people like Denarius Frazier, the teacher in the video I was about to show, who broke all the models. In Denarius’s classroom, it seemed like anything was possible. I had spent hours watching and re-watching videos of his lessons, noting how he managed time, gave feedback, built relationships, assessed how much everyone was learning. I did that with dozens of exceptional teachers like him, then took the videos and chopped them up into short clips of two or three minutes—“game films.”1

So what was the headline? What was the secret to great teaching? There wasn’t one. What characterized those classrooms wasn’t one big thing but a lot of little things. “There is no 100% solution, only one hundred 1% solutions,” is how a colleague of mine, Brett Peiser, put it. The power was in the aggregation of small improvements—what some people call marginal gains. That’s both good news and bad news.

Good news because, as James Clear discusses in his book Atomic Habits, marginal gains compound over time in a curve a bit like this:
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It’s surprising. “If you can get 1% better each day for one year, you’ll end up thirty-seven times better by the time you’re done,” writes Clear. That was the secret to transformative classrooms.

Now the bad news. Mastering little things requires diligence and focus. The fact that there was no magic bullet meant that some people wouldn’t do it. They wouldn’t be willing to sustain their focus on small, usually not very sexy ideas when there were people telling you that there were easy, simple feel-good solutions: Don’t be the sage on the stage; be the guide on the side!

I’d seen a lot of guiding on the side where the lesson quality was almost criminal. I’d seen a lot of lessons where the teacher was sage-on-the-stage that were things of profound and useful beauty. “The answer is, it depends,” my colleague Christian Lavers, who runs the highly regarded Elite Clubs National League, likes to say. The right strategy depends on what you are teaching to whom and when. But in the end, no matter which direction you go, the results come down to careful execution.

Here’s how I summed it up in my presentation that day:


	People can outperform what is ‘expected’—individually and in groups—via better teaching.


	But teaching better is technical; it requires sustained focus on things that are often mundane.


	Because of that, most people won’t do it.


	And because of that, it is an immense competitive advantage for those who will.




I have neglected to mention that the workshop I’m referring to was not for classroom teachers but rather for coaches—after all, classrooms aren’t the only place where teaching takes place or where more effective learning is valuable. And soon after my first book about teachers came out, the US Soccer Federation reached out to ask if I’d be interested in presenting some ideas to coaches. I had been a fan of the game all my life. I had played in college (where I was marginal at best and where my game featured desperate panicked clearances and lots of missed tackles). I thought: “What if coaches could make athletes 1% better after every session by being more attentive to the things teachers like Denarius worried about: how you managed time, gave feedback, built relationships, and assessed how much everyone was learning? Was it possible?” I flew to Colorado and did a workshop which, I can safely say, was terrible.

I could tell coaches how to get distracted players to pay attention, but what about teaching them to make better decisions? Students in a math class have to master skills as individuals. Athletes on the soccer field have to make decisions as a group. They have to make them very quickly. Coaching is a form of teaching, but it also has different issues and challenges that required further study. There was a lot of potential in the idea but also a lot of work to be done.

So I set out to do that work: to study coaching and adapt what I knew about teaching to understand how to create positive outliers on the court and field. At the same time, I also set out to better understand the science behind learning. As I began to do more and more work with coaches, I found that some of the challenges I was familiar with from schools applied to their work as well. Sometimes the level of research and study done by coaches (and the organizations that led them) was incredible. But sometimes organizations built their teaching on myths and platitudes more than science. At one point, visiting a national coaching federation I sometimes worked with, I asked what research was behind the guidelines in their training courses. There wasn’t any.

Scientists and researchers had discovered more about the brain and how it learned in the last 20 years than they had in the previous 300, and I was pretty sure the questions coaches were asking me—how you taught people to solve problems quickly in groups, for example—could be answered by research. But the research wasn’t consistently making its way into the conversation. So I began reading articles and books on cognitive science. And I kept reading. The answer to so many questions in teaching is still “it depends,” but that doesn’t mean all answers are equal. There’s still science and it will guide you towards better answers and away from lesser, sometimes more familiar ones, and even after that there is still plenty of room for “it depends.” Both things are true. All of which is a way of saying that you will find discussions in this book of memory, perception, and attention, even multilevel natural selection—the idea that, in human evolutionary terms, natural selection chose based on our ability to form groups as much as our individual strengths. I apologize if it feels like too much at times, but I found it fascinating—and most importantly, highly relevant.

And so several years later I found myself standing in a conference room in Chicago, getting ready to present to a group that included some of MLS’s most highly regarded coaches—guys I had watched on TV, not just coaching but many times playing; there were several veterans of World Cup rosters in the room. It was the highest-level group I had worked with, and suddenly I was very nervous.

My plan was to lead with a video from Denarius’s classroom and ask them to connect what they saw there to their own manner of coaching at their clubs, but walking to the front of the room, I was now struck with suddenly clarity about the ridiculousness of that plan. I was going to ask coaches who trained world-class athletes every day (managing their egos; channeling their hunger) using the latest technology (real-time video; VR; GPS tracking)—not to mention translation services for the multiple languages spoken—to weigh in on classrooms of middle and high school students sitting in tidy rows of desks in Newark and Brooklyn.

So, coach, what can you learn from the way Denarius talks to his 9th graders to help you explain to your team—with players from eight different national teams—that you want them to press differently, or to challenge a veteran in the last phase of his career to push himself harder?

How could I have been so stupid?

By that point, though, it was too late. The coaches were looking up at me and there was nothing to do but begin. I cued up the video of Denarius and pressed play. (You can watch that video here ► or wait for chapter 4 when I will analyze it more fully.)

I showed about a minute and paused.

“What did you observe?” I asked. “And how does it relate to your coaching?”

It’s possible that my voice was shaking at this point and I was braced for crickets—which is teacher talk for a long awkward silence—but one of the most established coaches in the league spoke up immediately.

“He’s teaching everybody,” he said. “Everybody.”

I nodded, but in retrospect I realize that I still didn’t really get where he was going. To be honest, I thought he was just trying to be gracious and say something obvious to help me through an awkward silence. But something in his voice suggested something more than a mere act of decency, and I asked him to say more.

“He talks to every single student,” he said. “He’s showing that he’s invested in their progress, that he sees their work. He’s teaching them all. We don’t do that. Some guys, they barely hear from us. Sometimes for days at a time. And I’m just sitting here thinking: Man, how does that look from their point of view?”

Before I could respond, another coach chimed in. “You can’t build relationships at this level just by being friendly and backslapping guys. They want to succeed. They want to play. You build relationships by showing you want to make them better. No, that you can make them better. He’s doing the same thing—connecting with students by teaching them. If you can’t make them better, you can give them all the high fives you want; it’s not going to matter.”

We were rolling.

In fact, my head was all but exploding. I had always felt a bit self-conscious about my work in the sports sector. Public education was in a national crisis and here I was indulging myself, studying what I loved but which did not help alleviate this crisis. When I came back to my office, I would often not tell people where I’d been. At least at first. But it quickly became apparent that the learning ran both ways. What great teachers did was relevant to coaches in the most profound way. And there was almost nothing out there that helped coaches think about the things that made their teaching hum—the management of seconds, the giving of feedback, the building of relationships, the assessing of how much everyone was learning. But what coaches did and knew was also highly relevant to teachers. There were a hundred teachers who were struggling that very morning because they did not understand the power of what those coaches had just said. They thought the relationship had to come first, that you could not teach until you had constructed it. They did a lot of high fiving to try to get there. But, as the coach observed, to build a long-term and substantive relationship as a teacher, you had to help people get better. You had to start teaching first. You had to teach well and use that as a tool to connect.

One other thought came to me in that moment: how humble, self-reflective and hungry to learn the coaches were. They were at the top of their profession and here I was asking them to engage in discussions they could easily have written off as irrelevant or inconsequential. They could have been excused for checking out and getting some emails done before the tactical sessions in the afternoon, but they jumped in with both feet (a description which also describes most of my attempted tackles at the collegiate level, I note).

I came to understand, starting that day, that the marker of a great coach was a constant desire to learn and grow. The people who rose in intensely competitive environments were serious about the craft and knew what was at stake. They were not smug but restless. Confident, often, but also humble. In New Zealand, for example, where the pride of a nation of five million people hinged on its ability to remain on the top of the world rugby pyramid, I showed an example of how a coach could give guidance but also preserve leeway for individual style and decision-making. It was an odd choice, potentially, because the coach and student were ballet dancers: the mentor giving feedback on arm movements to her protégé. It could have felt odd but it didn’t. The rugby coaches, many of whom had played themselves for the “All Blacks,” New Zealand’s vaunted national team, analyzed the clip with insight and humility.

This is a topic I will take up further in chapter 6, but it was and has remained both humbling and inspiring that the coaches I am lucky enough to work with take the study of teaching so seriously. Each group of coaches I’ve spent time with has given at least as much as they got from the sessions, and a big part of my motivation in writing this book is to pass along the wisdom they shared.

* * *

So this is a book for that class of teachers called coaches, even though some of them have never used the word “teacher” to describe themselves. It’s a class of teachers that includes everyone from parent volunteers to professional coaches and private trainers—6.5 million of them in the US, according to the Aspen Institute’s Project Play. It’s a big tent, a messy tent—a hard one to write a book for. I’m aware that my effort to write to readers of such wide-ranging backgrounds means some examples may at first seem most relevant to some other coach: I’m talking about basics and you’re a professional; I’m talking about what seems like arcane jargon when you just want to know how to get players to do what you asked. All I can do is promise that I’ve tried to include diverse enough examples that if what I’m talking about at the moment isn’t right for you, something soon after will be.

At least I hope so. Because it was important to write a book for such a wide-ranging group.

Sports play an outsized role in our collective imagination. Increasingly, it is the way our tribes compete—as nations, cities, regions and, in a category all their own, Boston Red Sox fans. What number of children (and just possibly adults) stand in their driveway right now imagining they are LeBron James, slashing his way to the hoop as the crowd explodes? How many are wearing Messi jerseys to touch a tiny piece of his brilliance?

The economics of professional sports also show its immense influence: Lebron James signed for LA for $154 million for four years; Neymar’s transfer to Paris Saint-Germain was €222 million. Like it or not, an economist would say, that’s the price at which our culture values athletic performance.

However, there’s more to it than that. Coaches teach our young people what it means to pursue excellence, to chase improvement, to work together to achieve common goals, to build character. The sociobiologist Edward Wilson has pointed out that the key to the human triumph among the species was not our individual evolutionary adaptations so much as our group adaptations. The genetic fitness of humans is as much a consequence of group selection as individual selection, he writes. We survived and thrived because we work together for common goals and because individuals will sacrifice themselves for those goals. We are one of very few mammals that do this. Team sports are one of the most common ways that we learn what the path of that evolution required: to seek to triumph and yet be ready to sacrifice; to want to succeed for ourselves but also remain within the group and seek its success. Sports make us more human because they echo the process of our evolution.

But the work of teaching sports is hard and complex. Coaching well involves a complex array of challenges common to all teachers. These include questions such as:


	How do I give feedback to help athletes learn better and faster?


	How do I know whether athletes have learned what I have taught them?


	What do I do when I am pretty sure they are not ‘getting it’?


	How do I design and sequence activities so players will remember to execute in the game what they learned in practice?


	How do I teach decision-making?


	How can I help players become self-driven learners? How can I instill a growth mindset?


	How can I do that while fostering a love for the game and building strong character?


	How do I convince athletes to be willing to struggle and fail in the short run so they can learn in the long run?




These questions—and a hundred more like them—are daunting. A teacher’s handling of them, compounded over a hundred or a thousand practices, can make or break an individual’s or a team’s success. And while there are thousands of excellent books and websites a coach can consult to better understand technical and tactical aspects of the game, there is almost nothing for a coach to consult that explicitly examines the teaching problems of the field, the court, the rink and the diamond.
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WHAT’S INSIDE

This book consists of six chapters. The first of these, “The Ability to Decide,” is about decision-making, which I call the most important proficiency of all. My discussion of it focuses heavily on the underacknowledged role of perception. Essentially, you cannot make the right decisions unless your eyes are in the right place and know what to look for. Expertise is in the eyes. How then do we develop athletes’ eyes and the more advanced cognitive processes they support?

Chapter 2 is about planning and session design, both within a session and within a unit. Planning units of learning (of four or six weeks’ duration, say) is far less common than planning single sessions, but at least as important because long-term memory can only be built over time. As I hope to show, the role of long-term memory is vastly underappreciated by most educators—coaches included. Consider this: you have forgotten almost everything you’ve learned in your life. Athletes are no different. How do you know they will remember what you’ve taught them when they need it?

Chapter 3 is about giving feedback, which is perhaps the single coaching action we do most. That it is so familiar to us makes it easy for us to rely on old and untested habits. We give feedback the way we do because…well, who knows. Perhaps because Coach Carlton gave us feedback that way 25 years ago. And why did he do it that way? Well, Chapter 3 is your chance to think about some of the decisions you make about feedback. The science of working memory and attention will play a key role.

Chapter 4 is about John Wooden’s adage that teaching is knowing the difference between “I taught it” and ”They learned it.” It’s among the hardest things to do in teaching and the science of perception will come back to play a key role.

Chapter 5 is about building culture. Culture is often the thing we remember best from our own sporting days, and its messages are what we carry with us longest, perhaps because our individual behaviors have evolved to be extremely responsive to group culture. In the end, you can get a lot wrong if you get culture right.

The first five chapters are about the day-to-day decisions that can bring about the marginal gains James Clear and others write about. The sixth chapter is about long-term growth and development—your players’ and your own. I’ll discuss, among other things, how to balance long-term learning goals with the short-term task of winning, how game-day coaching is different from coaching in practice, how to make good decisions when selecting talent, and how to make sure that you grow and develop as much as you can in your own coaching journey.



IS IT A GENERAL COACHING BOOK OR A SOCCER COACHING BOOK?

The book is intended to offer lessons and guidance that are applicable to coaches of any sporting endeavor. But because I take the domain knowledge of each sport seriously and have immense respect for how much coaches know about their chosen sport, I’ve chosen to write through the lens of the sport I know best: soccer. My hope is that coaches of other sports will be able adapt and apply the lessons to their own contexts without my giving direct examples from them. I do this because I “speak soccer,” and am reluctant to try to provide examples from games I do not sufficiently understand. That said, while my examples are drawn heavily from soccer, you’ll notice throughout the book that I’ve asked top-tier coaches from other sports or with different perspectives to provide reflections and context in sidebars. I asked them to reflect on how they do or might adapt and apply the ideas in this book to their own sports. I hope this will provide support and insight for coaches who seek to take some of the concepts in the book and apply them to other sports or other settings.

Some caveats as you do so:
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	I’ve always believed that teachers are like artisans, applying a wide range of tools to solve a wide range of challenges under constantly changing circumstances. The right decision depends on who the artisan is, their own style, what they seek to build, and in what setting. There is no formula and few things that are always right—either in every setting or for every person. But as I mentioned previously, just because there isn’t always a single right answer doesn’t mean that all answers are equal. Some things are more effective than others—it’s a question of how and when you use them. Some things are ineffective. And most of all, there is still science and research that are critical to inform our decisions even if they’re not all the same.


	I’ve tried here to walk the line between the things we know and the things we don’t and to describe not a system to follow but a toolbox informed by the science of learning. I share it with you with the understanding that of all the things that cannot always be right, I am foremost on that list. It would be impossible to write a book of this length and not have gotten some things wrong. My suggestion if you think you’ve found one such thing (or several) is to try the idea out first and then decide. Human behavior is complex and surprising. If you try something and it does not work, you have gained knowledge. If it does work, you have gained knowledge again. Do first, then evaluate. We often rush to make up our minds when really there’s no reason to hurry.






THE NEW MONEYBALL

It is the legacy of Michael Lewis’s book that, at the professional level at least, every team now plays Moneyball—or versions of Moneyball. That is to say, they seek to find and exploit small competitive advantages—information about what causes or predicts success. Teaching, I think, offers its own version of Moneyball. If you could shift the way you gave feedback and make every player 1% better after every session, you would, over time, have a marginal gains curve like the one James Clear describes—rising upwards steeply. This would change your results as an organization: make a small team competitive; make a competitive team world class. That’s the game now at the elite level: who can be the first to unlock the hidden advantages of some critical but overlooked aspect of building performance? Ironically it is the same game we have (or should have) been playing all along at the youth and lower levels: making athletes better faster over the long run.

Here’s a Moneyball moment from one of my favorite videos ► about coaching, in which Super Bowl-winning Seattle Seahawks coach Pete Carroll says of himself and his coaching staff: “We’re really disciplined as coaches to always talk about what we want to see, the desired outcome, not about what went wrong or what the mistake was. We have to be disciplined and always use our language to talk about the next thing you can do right. It’s always about what we want to happen, not about the other stuff.” Part of the path to the Super Bowl for Carroll is in optimizing and systematizing across his staff a simple, mundane thing—focusing feedback on what to do, not what not to do. It’s a distinction many coaches might overlook. Or one that might not feel worthy of an NFL head coach’s attention. But in fact it is a game changer.

There are a hundred such aspects of teaching to optimize and systematize, each with the potential to yield remarkable returns. It’s not just that teaching is a form of competitive advantage but that it is full of a hundred opportunities for a 1%-better-per-day gain that is suddenly a game changer. It is Moneyball in a hall of mirrors—suddenly, everywhere you look, another opportunity emerges. That’s its true competitive advantage. And while that is as relevant to elite franchises and teams as any advanced metric, it is also accessible to the must humble local club. Refining your teaching with intentionality and craft is Moneyball for everyone. It’s the effort to unlock the secrets of developing people. Some coaches do that extremely well. Some do it less well. Both could benefit from improvement because there is no limit on how much better we dream of being.

1. This ultimately became a book, Teach Like a Champion (now Teach Like a Champion 2.0…and soon to be Teach Like a Champion 3.0. There’s a lot to learn from studying teachers so the book requires constant updating.)

► Watch “Denarius Frazier teaching math” at www.coachguidetoteaching.com

► Watch “Pete Carroll Moneyball moment” at www.coachguidetoteaching.com
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