
“In the eyes of most observers, my title is ‘Coach’ Wooden, but this is not what I would list 
first on my resume or business card.  From my earliest years I have viewed my primary 
job as one of educating others: I am a teacher.”  -John Wooden 

 

 

The Coach as a  
Leadership Educator 
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You don’t have to be a high-profile coach 
to know that your job includes the 
influential role of leadership educator.  
Ultimately you are a large part, in many 
cases the indispensable part, of the 
student-athlete’s educational experience 
that involves a wide-range of social 
learning experiences.  The majority of 
athletes need guidance to develop and 
shape their capacity in teamwork and 
leadership.   

As a leadership educator your main task 
is to create an environment in which  
student-athletes can engage with 
leadership experiences and learn how to 
become team leaders.   

The following Seven Conditions are 
helpful for creating an emotionally safe 
dynamic teaching and learning 
environment favorable to an experiential 
approach to leadership development. 

• Student-athletes need to feel 
comfortable with the concepts 
and tasks of a role as a team 
leader.   

 

 

• Student-athletes need to know 
the expectations of the role of 
team leader. 
 

• Student-athletes need permission 
to make mistakes.   
 

• Student-athletes should have a 
sense of purpose—understanding 
how their performance impacts 
the team. 
 

• Student-athletes need guidance 
to develop an awareness of their 
leadership strengths and 
weaknesses. 
 

• Student-athletes need ways to 
monitor their leadership 
behaviors.  Feedback from 
players and coaches is vital. 
 

• Student-athletes need ways to 
learn the complex practice of self-
reflection leading to self-
awareness. 

Cory Dobbs, Ed.D. 



 
Being a team leader is not an easy task 
for young student-athletes.  Peer 
leadership is a difficult position for 
learning to lead.  Learning to facilitate, 
inspire, and resolve conflicts are skills that 
few athletes possess.  Your leadership 
and support will help the student-athlete 
to become a team leader capable of 
making a difference. 

It is very important for a coach to treat 
student-athletes as individuals, not 
objects.  You are a model they observe 
closely to learn how to lead within your 
team environment.  It’s necessary for you 
to have an interpersonal relationship with 
all your players, but the relationship with 
team leaders will generally be a little more 
involved as you assume the role of 
leadership mentor.   

A positive approach to teaching 
leadership and taking advantage of 
teachable moments will motivate your 
team captain to aspire to a higher level of 
performance.  How you model leadership 
and mentor your leaders will help you to 
multiply leaders for the future.      

 
Preparation:  The Key to 
Leadership Performance     
A Cautionary Tale 
Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall.  Humpty 
Dumpty had a great fall.  All the king’s 
horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put 
Humpty together again.  I know this is a 
childhood nursery rhyme, but yield to me 
for a moment.  This poem offers a  highly 
expressive message that should sound an 
alarm warning coaches to invest in 
developing team leaders.  While the story 
may be elementary the lesson is not. 

After years of watching, speaking, and 
listening to many coaches who appointed 
student-athletes to positions of leadership, 
I became perplexed when at the end of a 
season a common refrain of coaches was 
“We had terrible leaders this year.”   

Now, here’s what we know: Someone put 
Humpty Dumpty up on that wall.  
Obviously, he required some assistance 
to get to his perch on that wall.  Yet, for 
some reason, he wasn’t prepared for the 
possibility that something might knock him 
off balance and cause him to fall.   

And as we know, tragically Humpty 
Dumpty couldn’t get back up, and the 
king’s men “couldn’t put Humpty together 
again.” 

With so much at stake, why was Humpty 
Dumpty not prepared to withstand the 
force, or forces, that caused his fall?  Let’s 
get the obvious out of the way.  He was 
placed in his position on that wall.  And 
like the position of team captain, many 
student-athletes are simply elevated to a 
leadership position with little grounding in 
leading and influencing others.  And like 
Humpty this is setting them up for a great 
fall. 

This simple example highlights a lesson I 
consider to be one of the most important 
in developing student-athletes for the role 
of team leader.  Let me put forth three 
timeless adages which are difficult to 
challenge: “Proper preparation prevents 
poor performance”; “Success is where 
preparation and opportunity meet”; and 
“Preparation + Planning = Success”; 
these and many other proverbs provide us 
wise guidance.   

You may be tempted to tune out this 
cautionary tale of leadership, dismissing it 
as something that can’t happen under 
your leadership.  The notion that you are 
already doing all you can to develop your 
team leaders should be re-visited after 
every season.  I challenge you to look at 
the investment of resources you and your 
staff make in preparing your team leaders.   

Remember, you are asking your team 
leaders to become people of influence—to 
influence their teammates.  Influencing 
human behavior is one of the most difficult 
challenges any leader faces.  Wouldn’t it 
be to your advantage to help your team 
leaders prepare to withstand the pitfalls 
that await them? 

The point is that you hold in your hands 
one of the most important educational 
opportunities your student-athletes may 
ever be presented with—that is, learning 
to lead. 

 

 


