
Excerpted from Jim Thompson’s book The Power of Double-Goal Coaching
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 5 | Wildly Varying Abilities

You have a wide range of ability on your team. A couple of players are 

stars and could compete well in a higher age group. Many players are 

average and a few are very raw. You’ve noticed the better players crit-

icizing weaker ones. How do you forge these players of wildly varying 

abilities into a real team?

Much of American youth sports seems determined to emulate the old East 

German system and channel players by ability as early as possible. Nonethe-

less, almost every team at every level has players of differing abilities, and the 

best coaches get good production from their “role  

players.” Here are some ideas for building this group into a real team.

•   Set team goals. The best team-builder is a goal that excites every mem-
ber of the team. Think about a goal (like winning a league title or being 
the hardest-working team in the league) that is a just-right challenge 
for the team. When superstars see that every team member is required 
to achieve the goal, they’ll be more likely to support the other players. 

•   Preach the message of the Home Team Advantage. Emphasize the 
importance of filling E-Tanks to get teammates to perform their best.

•   Get your top players to lead. Stanford women’s basketball coach Tara 
VanDerveer once told me the key to a hard-working team: “The best 
players have to be the hardest workers.” Convince your best players of 
this, and they will set a standard for the entire team.

•   Enlist your best players as teachers. Tell them if they learn something 
well enough to teach it, it will help them when they get to the next 
level. Work with them before or after practice on how to teach a skill 
while emphasizing their need to fill the E-Tanks of the players they are 
teaching. Then have them help other players learn it. You can also get 
all your players teaching each other with the following procedure.

1)  Explain and demonstrate a skill to the entire group.

2)   Pair players up to demonstrate the skill to each other. Encourage 
them to fill each others’ E-Tanks as they work together.

3)   Intervene with those pairs who need more instruction. Give feed-
back out of ear-shot of others; the pair will be more open to it than 
if given in front of everyone.

4)  Ask for volunteers to demonstrate the skill in front of everyone.

•   Help every player set effort goals that are “Just-Right Challenges” (see 
page 27). If the better players are challenged, they will use their energy 
to try to meet the challenge rather than putting down teammates.

•   Intentionally raise the profile of “role” players. Make a point of calling 
out their contributions, especially their effort, in team conversation. 
Structure team conversations so you hear from everyone, not just the 
stars or the most vocal players.
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To learn more about The Power of Double-Goal Coaching and other  

PCA books visit www.positivecoach.org/our-work/our-books

For more Resources, visit: www.PCADevZone.org

For more information on Positive Coaching Alliance, visit: www.PositiveCoach.org


