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			To the memory of the epitome of coaches, John Wooden, to whom character took precedence over ability.

			And to the man who remains my own Dad Coach to this day, Jerry Matheny.

			 

			Also to Kristin and our kids, their spouses, and our grandchildren:

			Tate and Margaret (Ryker, Gunner, and Rory),

			Katie and Tyler (Jax and Shay-Mikey),

			Luke and Annabella,

			Jake and Macy (Asher),

			and Blaise.

			You bless me beyond my ability to express.

			 

			Also to my little band of Warriors who have become men. Thank you for one of the best experiences of my life.

			“Where one teaches, two learn,” and I have learned so much from each of you.

			Thank you for allowing me to be your coach.

			 

			Thank you to Steve Linton, John Mabry, and Rick Sems for being great Dad Coaches and taking over when I got called up to the big leagues.

			I hope you take as much pride as I do in what our boys accomplished.

		

	
		
			
				A coach will impact more people in one year than most will in a lifetime.

				—Billy Graham
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			Introduction

			Want to Make a Real Difference?

			I’m guessing you’re reading this book because perhaps you’re desperate. You drew the short straw, or maybe in a moment of weakness volunteered to coach a youth-league baseball team. Whether or not your own son is on the team, if the kids you’re to coach fall between the ages of six and twelve, my goal is to help you maximize your critical role.

			If you’re coaching six-to-eight-year-olds, you’re likely involved in tee ball. Nine-and-ten-year-olds might make use of coach pitching or start having the kids on the rubber. Eleven-and-twelve-year-olds will, of course, be on their own on the field. Beyond that age, kids will often be trying out for advanced or traveling teams and looking to play high school ball.

			Regardless of the age of your players, you might be tempted to view coaching as simply a civic duty, a diversion you might enjoy, something fun that you might even be good at. As a fan and maybe a former player, you know the basics, the ins and outs of the game, and maybe you even see yourself as a savvy strategist.

			But now you find yourself with a dozen or more packages of pure energy. Just keeping them in one place while they throw projectiles and swing clubs seems daunting. If you’re not diligent about taking charge immediately, you could wind up with a bunch of kids at your feet, tackling each other in the outfield, throwing tantrums when they strike out. Then you might find yourself on the phone with parents who suggest better ways to train and use their sons. Believe me, I’ve been down this road, being the only big-league manager to come directly from coaching a youth-league team. So let me help you here.

			Believe it or not, you have the real opportunity—and may I say a serious responsibility—to profoundly influence these potential world-changers. That may sound outlandish, but I’m a believer in youth sports and their ability to change lives. Sports made a colossal impact on me, but not for the reasons you might think. Yes, I became one of the very few kids who went on to become a college scholarship athlete, a Major League Baseball player, and eventually a manager, but I’m talking about an entirely different kind of impact.

			The old-school coaching I was privileged to receive is not what made me a big leaguer. That was the result of physical and athletic gifts for which I can’t take credit—though I don’t apologize for exploiting them by striving to be the best I could be. Rather, the way I was coached molded me into the person I am today. It gave me the drive, the determination, the perseverance—which I contend would have blessed me with success in any life endeavor, even if I had not been fortunate enough to have been athletically gifted.

			That’s why I’m committed to seeing that kind of coaching become the norm again, to stop having to refer to it as some treasured relic.

			Let me get right to my point: Too many parents who volunteer—or are pressed into duty—to coach their kids’ sports teams, begin with the wrong idea of success. It is well-documented that less than 1 percent of the kids they coach will play that same sport at even the varsity level in high school, let alone at the collegiate or professional level. Yet I see many youth-league coaches catering to that 1 percent.

			I propose we use sports to teach young people not only the skills that can make them the best players they can be, but also the character qualities that can make them the best adults they can be. Better spouses. Better parents. Better professionals, leaders, teachers, executives, employees. Let’s invest in young athletes during their most formative years to help them learn the power of teamwork, instill in them the pride that comes from hard work, teach them how to lose with dignity and win with respect—and develop the ability to go the extra mile, to persevere, and to effectively manage their time. All while establishing meaningful lifelong relationships.

			If you’re as fortunate as I have been, a decade or more down the line you’ll look back on that first day and try to remember what the grown men you now know looked like, acted like, and sounded like when they first joined your team. To see these young men today and hear them recall what meant the most to them as teammates back when they were kids—well, it doesn’t get better than that. I’ll include several of their memories throughout, and if those spark in you a desire for the same kinds of results, I hope it makes you double down on a resolve to do this right. Sure, anyone would be thrilled to say they coached a kid to athletic greatness. But imagine playing a role in turning kids into people of true character.

			Coaching done right can help raise great leaders, men and women capable of influencing every facet of our future world.

			Your First Step

			We’ll start by examining your view of success. Once we’re on the same page, I’ll propose ideas, theories, and processes proven to help you navigate these strange waters. Along with some talented Dad Coaches, I have designed age-specific drills and exercises to develop skills and have drawn up step-by-step practice plans to help you achieve the improvement these young ballplayers hope to achieve. I’ll offer game preparation and evaluation techniques to help keep you on track and the kids engaged. Fun should be the primary goal at the early ages, and I’ll offer time-tested advice on how to make this not just an experience you endure, but also one of the most meaningful time investments of your life.

			Why?

			Because character development is even more important than athletic training.

			Sure, you might become that rare coach who sees one kid out of a hundred thank you the day he wins a scholarship, or you might even see that one kid out of a million get drafted into the pros. Or not.

			If you define success by that 1 percent, or worse, by that one-in-a-million, you’re likely to be disappointed.

			But get character development right and you’ll have all the kids you coach, regardless of whether they ever play the game again, thanking you for teaching them life skills. You can’t beat that.

			If for you the definition of coaching success becomes instilling character into the 99 percent, you’ll enjoy fulfillment that lasts a lifetime.

			The Genesis of This Book

			As I trudged off the field at Fenway Park in Boston in the fall of 2013, I felt dejected for the second time by a World Series. As manager of the St. Louis Cardinals, I had seen the Red Sox win the championship in six games.

			I had to admit I’d come a long way since my last World Series appearance. That was in 2004, when I was a catcher with the Cardinals and the Red Sox swept us in four games. It had been a destiny postseason for Boston, during which they overcame a three-games-to-none deficit in the American League Championship Series against their rival New York Yankees. Beating us sent the World Series championship trophy home to Beantown for the first time in eighty-five years.

			So, nine years later, I again found myself in that “so close, yet so far” abyss.

			But what a ride to get to that point.

			I had retired from baseball in 2006 after thirteen years as a catcher for four major-league teams. The next year, a group of parents of a ten-and-under youth baseball team (which included one of my sons) asked if I would become the coach. Frankly, part of me worried they just wanted to be able to say their kids were being coached by a former big leaguer. I was pretty sure they didn’t realize how strongly I felt about coaching kids. I was willing to undertake this, but under several conditions I outlined in a five-page, single-spaced letter in response to their request.

			I wrote it because I hadn’t planned to coach a team. I would have been just fine sitting and watching the games from way down the right-field line. Youth sports had changed too much since my childhood days in Reynoldsburg, Ohio, riding my bike with my glove on the handlebars to JFK Park.

			During the offseason I watched my kids play indoor soccer and ice hockey, and it became obvious to me that some of the adults were absolutely off their rockers. I found unbelievable and downright wrong the craziness among parents in the stands and in the parking lots, and the way some coaches treated the kids.

			So, I thought it best to be clear with the other parents about what I would expect if I were to coach a team. My wife, Kristin, and I invited them over, and I read them the letter—which hadn’t seemed that long or that big a deal when I was writing it. It sounded much better in my head than it did in my living room in December 2007. The letter came across with much more edge than I intended. Here I was, basically scolding a group of very respectable, highly successful, intelligent people for offenses they hadn’t even committed yet.

			The gist was that youth baseball “is ALL about your son, not you. The best thing you can do is to hand them off to me and the other coaches and go sit silently and watch.” I may have actually delivered it with a little more tact than that, but not much. I wanted to make abundantly clear that the definition of success in youth baseball had been radically skewed. Success was now defined by how many trophies a coach collected (only to find their place in the local landfill within a couple of years) or how much could be fleeced from parents for pitching, hitting, and fielding lessons; strength and speed training; and mental toughness sessions—for their seven-year-old! And the holy grail, the ultimate success? That ever-elusive full-ride scholarship.

			Come on!

			Suffice it to say, I finished reading my letter and saw a room full of ashen faces—including Kristin’s.

			But to my astonishment, this had resonated with them and they were in.

			In fact, one of the parents—without my knowledge or permission—posted my letter on the internet, and it took on a life of its own. That’s when I first became aware that something could “go viral.” One of my fellow coaches jokingly referred to it as “The Matheny Manifesto,” much to my embarrassment, and somehow that stuck. It seemed everywhere I traveled, someone had printed and tacked up my “manifesto” in a locker room or a gym or a dugout.

			We had a great experience with that first baseball team and added a few more teams over the next few years. In 2012, I was hired as manager of the St. Louis Cardinals and enjoyed a bit of a honeymoon there the first few seasons.

			I soon began hearing from authors lobbying to join me in writing a book based on that original letter, so I considered the viability of such a project. I had a good conversation about it with one of my favorite authors, Jerry Jenkins. He wasn’t available at the moment, but I wasn’t convinced anyway. I kept asking myself, Who am I to write a book? What have I done to warrant it? I didn’t have a good enough answer yet.

			Fast-forward to that pitiful walk of shame after another World Series loss in 2013. As I considered projects that might offer career purpose, I knew I needed to write the book based on the so-called manifesto. Too many people had told me the message was important and already impacting coaches, parents, and eventually kids. And that was through only word of mouth. I needed to set aside my misgivings and do what I believed to be right. Who knew how long I would enjoy the platform of being one of thirty people on the planet fortunate enough to manage a Major League Baseball team? It was time to act.

			Kristin and I decided to take a step of faith and figure out how to get it done. Fewer than forty-eight hours later, I received an unsolicited email from Jerry Jenkins, telling me that he now believed we were meant to write that book together.

			I still get chicken skin when I tell that story. I have never claimed to hear the audible voice of God or see any handwriting on the walls, but how hard do you need to be hit in the head to realize that something bigger, dare I say, someOne bigger, is at work here?

			I am still blown away—and so grateful—that The Matheny Manifesto became a New York Times bestseller. Yet I’ve long felt that while it did its job of telling “what” coaches should do, it left a gaping hole of “how” they can do it. That’s the reason for the book you’re reading now. We wrote The Dad Coach to help you make the most of these irreplaceable years and opportunities.

			I’m grateful that a slew of longtime friends and associates, who really know the game, have agreed to come alongside and share their knowledge with you. You’ll find The Dad Coach chock-full of links to videos that walk you through every concept I recommend.

			Your goal should be to infuse your players with a love for the game, show them the value of bonds that will last far beyond their playing days, and reinforce character traits that will bode well for them in whatever profession they choose. So never apologize for making impact your goal.

			What could be better than creating priceless memories and becoming a coach who models avoiding discord in your most precious relationships?

			Baseball is our classroom. So stop asking, “Who am I?” and let’s go make a real difference.

		

	
		
			What Became Known as The Matheny Manifesto

			In the event you’re not familiar with that original letter of mine, here it is. Otherwise, feel free to jump right into chapter 1. (And either way, feel free to use it, adapt it, or borrow from it to shape your own preseason conversation with your team’s parents.)

			
				Dear Fellow Parents:

				I’ve always said I would coach only a team of orphans. Why? Because the biggest problem in youth sports is the parents.

				But here we are, so it’s best I nip this in the bud. If I’m going to do this, I’m asking you to grab the concept that this is going to be ALL about the boys. If anything in this is about you, we need a change of plans.

				My main goals are to:

				
					1—teach these boys how to play baseball the right way

					2—make a positive impact on them as young men

					3—do all this with class

				

				We may not win every game, but we will be the classiest coaches, players, and parents at every game we play. The boys are going to show respect for their teammates, for the opposition, and for the umpires—no matter what.

				That being said, you need to know where I stand. I have no hidden agenda, no ulterior motives. My priorities in life will permeate how I coach and what I expect from the boys. My Christian faith guides my life, and while I have never been one to force it down someone’s throat, I also think it’s cowardly and hypocritical to shy away from what I believe. You parents need to know that when the opportunity presents itself, I will be honest about what I believe. That may make some uncomfortable, but I did that as a player, and I want it out in the open from the beginning that I plan to continue it now.

				I believe the biggest role a parent can play is to be a silent source of encouragement. If you ask most boys what they want their parents to do during a game, they’ll say, “Nothing.” Again, this is ALL about the boys. I know youth-league parents feel they must cheer and shout, “Come on, let’s go, you can do it!” but even that just adds more pressure.

				I will be putting plenty of pressure on these boys to play the game the right way—with class and respect—and they will put too much pressure on themselves and each other as it is. You need to be the silent, constant source of support.

				Let me go on record right now that we will not have good umpiring. The sooner we all understand and accept that, the better off we will be. Pitches that bounce in the dirt will sometimes be called strikes, as will pitches that sail over our heads. Likewise, pitches our guys throw right down the middle will sometimes be called balls.

				But at no time will our boys be allowed to show any emotion whatsoever toward the umpire. No shaking their heads, no pouting, no saying anything. That is my job, and I will do it well. I once got paid to handle those guys, and I will let them know when they need to hear something.

				Really, I’m doing you a favor you probably don’t realize at this point. I have eliminated a lot of work for you. All you have to do is get your son there on time, and enjoy. And all they need to hear from you is that you enjoyed watching them and that you hope they had fun.

				I know it’s going to be very hard not to coach from the stands and yell encouraging things, but trust me on this: coaching and yelling (even encouraging) work against their development and enjoyment. I’m not saying you can’t clap for them when they do well. I’m saying that if you entrust your child to me to coach him, then let me do that job.

				That doesn’t change the fact that a large part of how much your child improves is your responsibility. What makes a difference for kids at this level is how much repetition they get, and that goes for pitching, hitting, and fielding.

				You can help out tremendously by playing catch, throwing batting practice, hitting groundballs, or finding an instructor who will do this in your place. The more of this your child can get, the better. The one constant I’ve found with major leaguers is that someone spent a lot of time with them between games.

				I am completely fine with your son getting lessons from whomever you see fit. The only problem I will have is if you or your instructor counters what I’m teaching the team. I won’t teach a lot of mechanics at first, but I will teach a mental approach, and I’ll expect the boys to comply. If I see your son doing something drastically wrong mechanically, I will talk with you or his instructor and clear it up.

				The same will hold true with pitching coaches. We will have a pitching philosophy and will teach pitchers and catchers how to call a game and why we choose the pitches we choose. There’ll be no guessing; we’ll have reasons for the pitches we throw. A pitching coach will be helpful for the boys to get their arms in shape and be ready to throw when spring arrives. Every boy on this team will be worked as a pitcher. We will not overuse these young arms and will keep a close watch on the number of innings each boy is pitching.

				I will be throwing so much info at these boys that they will suffer from overload for a while, but eventually they’ll get it. I’m a stickler about the thought process of the game. I’ll talk non-stop about situational hitting, situational pitching, and defensive preparation. The question they’ll hear most is “What were you thinking?”

				What were you thinking when you threw that pitch?

				What were you thinking during that at bat?

				What were you thinking before the pitch was thrown; what were you anticipating?

				I am a firm believer that this game is more mental than physical, and though the mental aspect may be more difficult, it can be learned by ten- and eleven-year-olds.

				If it sounds like I’m going to be demanding, you’re exactly right. I’m definitely going to demand their attention, and I’m going to require effort.

				Attitude, concentration, and effort are three things they can control. If they give me those three things every time they show up, they will have a great experience.

				It works best for all of us if you would plan on turning your kid over to me and the assistant coaches when you drop him off and plan on his being mine for the two hours or so that we have scheduled for a game or practice. I want him to take responsibility for his own water, not have you running to the concession stand or standing behind the dugout asking if he’s thirsty or hungry or hot—and I’d appreciate if you would share this information with other guests, like grandparents.

				If there is an injury, obviously we’ll call you, but otherwise let’s pretend he’s at work for a short time and that you’ve been granted the privilege of watching. I want them at games early so we can stretch and loosen up, and I will have a meeting with just the boys after the game. After that they are all yours again.

				As I’m writing this I realize I sound like a kids’ baseball Nazi, but I really believe this will make things easier for everyone involved.

				(And as I was reading this, believe me, I knew it was coming across even stronger than when I had been writing it. In my peripheral vision I could tell mouths were hanging open. I began seriously considering what else I could do with my spare time that summer.)

				Now let me be clear about family priorities. I’m a firm believer that the family is the most important institution in the lives of these guys. Family events are much more important than the sports events. I just ask that you show consideration to the rest of the team and let the team manager and me know when your son will miss practice or a game, and let us know as soon as possible. There will be times when I have to miss for family reasons or other commitments.

				So, if your son misses a game or a practice, it’s not the end of the world, but out of respect for the kids that have made it, he may be asked to run, have his playing time altered a bit, or even be moved down in the batting order.

				Along with where he hits in the lineup and his amount of playing time, which position a kid plays is one of the most complained-about issues. I need you to know that I am trying to develop each boy individually, and I will give him a chance to learn and play any position he is interested in. I will have each tell me his favorite position and what other position he would like to learn about.

				I believe this team will eventually be competitive. When we get to where we are focusing on winning, like in a tournament for example, we are going to put the boys in the positions that will give us the best opportunity. Meanwhile, as the season progresses, there’s a chance your son may be playing a position he doesn’t like. That’s when I most need your support about his role on the team.

				I know times have changed, but one of the greatest lessons my father taught me was that my coach was always right—even when he was wrong. That principle is a great life lesson about how things really work. Our culture has lost respect for authority, because kids hear their parents complain about teachers and coaches. That said, I’m determined to exhibit enough humility to come to your son and apologize if I’ve treated him wrong. Meanwhile, give me the benefit of the doubt that I have his best interest in mind, even if you’re convinced I’m wrong.

				I need you to know that we are most likely going to lose many games this year. The main reason is that we need to find out how we measure up against the local talent pool, and the only way to know that is to play against some of the best teams. I’m convinced that if the boys put their work in at home and give me their best effort, we’ll be able to play with just about any team. Time will tell.

				I also believe there is enough local talent that we will not have to do a large amount of travel, if any. That may be disappointing for those who play only baseball and look forward to the out-of-town experiences. But I also know this will be a relief for parents who have traveled throughout the US and Canada for hockey and soccer looking for better competition. In my experience, we have traveled all over the Midwest and have found just as good competition right in our backyard. If this season goes well, we will entertain the idea of travel in the future.

				The boys will be required to show up ready to play every time they come to the field. That means shirts tucked in, hats on straight, and no pants drooping to their knees.

				There is never an excuse for lack of hustle on a baseball field. From the first step outside the dugout they will hustle. They will quickly jog to their positions, to the plate, and back to the bench after an out. We will run out every hit harder than any team we play, and we will learn to always back up our teammates. Every single play, every player will be required to move to a spot. Players who don’t hustle and run out balls will not play. The boys will catch onto this quickly.

				Baseball becomes very boring when players are not thinking about the next play and what they could possibly do to help the team. Players on the bench will not be messing around. I will constantly talk with them about situations and what they would do in a specific position or if they were the batter. There is as much to learn on the bench as there is on the field.

				All this will take time for the boys to conform to. They are kids, and I am not trying to take away from that, but I believe they can bear down and concentrate during games and practices.

				I know this works because it was how I was taught the game and how our parents acted in the stands. We started our Little League team when I was ten years old in a small suburb of Columbus, Ohio. We had a very disciplined coach who expected the same from us. We committed eight summers to this man, and we were rewarded for our efforts. I went to Michigan, one teammate went to Miami of Florida, one to Ohio State, two to North Carolina, one to Central Florida, two to Kent State, and most of the others played smaller Division 1 or Division 2 baseball. Five of us went on to play professionally—not a bad showing from a small-town team.

				I’m not guaranteeing this is what’s going to happen to our boys, but I want you to see that this system works. I know that by now you’re asking if this is what you want to get yourself into, and I understand that for some it may not be the right fit. But I also think there’s a great opportunity here for these boys to grow together and learn lessons that will last far beyond their baseball experience.

				Let me know as soon as possible whether or not this is a commitment that you and your son want to make.

				Thanks,

				Mike
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