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C
COACHES CAPTAINS ATHLETES FAMILY

Relieve some of 
the pressure on 

students.

Handle mistakes 
the right way for 

your team.

Overcome the fear 
of failure.

Balance between 
correcting and 

coaching.

RIGHT OR WRONG
Do you focus on what you have done right or what you have done wrong? Too often, we 
focus on the one thing we did wrong instead of the 99 things we did right. When you 
focus on what you do right, it makes you a better teammate, makes you tougher, and 
enhances your talent. When you focus on what you do wrong, the opposite happens.

That’s not to say you should never think about your mistakes or listen to criticism. Far from it. Learning from 
mistakes is a key part of growth, and constructive criticism can help you overcome hurdles on the road to 
success. But when you let a mistake eat at your mind after its usefulness is past, it will only hold you back. If 
you let it go to focus on what you did right (learning from the mistake or loss), it will propel you forward. 

Here’s a quick look at three ways that focusing on what you do right makes you and your team better.

It makes you a better teammate. When you make a mistake, you can either sulk about it or learn from it. 
When you learn from it, the most natural thing to do is pass on what you’ve learned to a teammate so they 
can learn from your mistake without making the same one. 

It makes you tougher. When you focus on what you’re doing right, you stop comparing yourself to others. 
You don’t work hard to outwork someone else. You work hard to outwork yourself because you know that 
you can do it. 

It enhances your talent. Enhanced talent is what you get when you put together all the work that you’ve 
done. This is different from natural talent, which is worth very little on its own. Focusing on what you did right 
ensures there’s no ceiling on what is possible for your talent. 

You have a choice: focus on what you did right or wrong. Focus on what’s right and become better or focus 
on what’s wrong and become bitter.

C O N T E N T  O V E R V I E W
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F O R  C O A C H E S

RIGHT OR WRONG: FOR COACHES
Teen athletes feel a lot of pressure to succeed on the field, academically, and as part of the 
community. Sometimes, that pressure can result in overwhelming expectations that negatively impact 
the student’s mental health. 

Coaches can help students with this feeling of overwhelming expectations by providing structure for the daily 
work that builds talent and opening athletes’ eyes to possibilities for their future. It’s all about balancing the 
expectations with the reality of the world our students live in.

Practice provides structure to help athletes work daily. And it is that daily work that builds their talents and skills. 
At the same time, athletes sometimes need a break. A day off isn’t a death sentence for their dreams, and it 
might be exactly the thing they need to come back the next day even stronger and more ready to work hard. 
Provide the structure, but remember that they are the ones that have to choose to do the work. 

Sometimes our athletes get so locked into an idea of the future that they don’t see any other possibilities. This 
type of attitude makes the expectations of themselves and others harder to bear, especially when they fall short 
of their goals. We can help them to see additional possibilities by explaining the winding path others took to 
success or just making them aware of career options they didn’t know existed. 

There’s a lot of pressure on student-athletes to be successful in all aspects of their lives, and these expectations 
(from themselves and others) can become overwhelming. But with structure and vision, we can help them 
balance the expectations with reality. 

THIS WEEK, BE ON THE LOOKOUT FOR:
1. Opportunities to PROVIDE structure. This doesn’t just 

apply to practice. Sometimes students need structure 
that they aren’t getting in other areas. For example, 
maybe your team would benefit from a “homework 
hour” once or twice a week where everyone does their 
homework together instead of leaving it for “whenever” 
(which usually means never).

2. Opportunities to SHARE a winding-path success 
story. Most of the successful people you know probably 
reached their success through a series of seemingly 
random jobs or experiences. It’s pretty rare to make a 
plan to get from A to B, do so without a hitch, and find 
the success that we seek. Some people can do it, but for 
the rest of us, there’s a lot of winding. Share one of those 
stories to help athletes understand that it’s okay not to 
take a straight path to success.

3. Opportunities to RELIEVE the pressure on athletes. 
This could be as simple as playing lead-up games in 
practice instead of running drills (still helpful to success, 
but less pressure) or reminding athletes that they are 
enough as they are. Or it could involve a “retreat” of 
some sort. 

QUOTES OF THE DAY:
MONDAY:
“I love being wrong because that means in 
that instant, I learned something new that 
day.” Neil deGrasse Tyson

TUESDAY:
“I want you to be better today than 
yesterday; I just don’t want you to get there 
through fear. I want you to get there by 
focusing on what you did right and being 
proud of yourself.” Coach Mackey

WEDNESDAY:
“Being wrong is acceptable, but staying wrong 
is totally unacceptable.” Jack D. Schwager

THURSDAY:
“I don’t mind being wrong, and I’ll admit that 
I’m wrong a lot. It doesn’t really matter to me 
too much. What matters to me is that we do 
the right thing.” Steve Jobs

FRIDAY:
“Silence will save me from being wrong (and 
foolish), but it will also deprive me of the 
possibility of being right.” Igor Stravinsky
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F O R  C A P TA I N S

RIGHT OR WRONG: FOR CAPTAINS
When you make a mistake, there is a right way and a wrong way to handle it. The right way to 
handle it is to learn from it, and the wrong way is to sulk about it. If you handle it the right way, 
it will help you to be a better teammate, and of course, the opposite is also true. 

As an example, think about shooting an airball at a crucial moment. That’s a big mistake, and you 
might be thinking something like “I’ve let my team down.” If you stay in that head space, you will let 
them down because you’ll be stuck thinking about what you did wrong. When instead you think “I will 
do better on the next play for my team,” you focus on learning from the mistake and using it to your 
benefit. 

The first attitude (“I’ve let my team down”) focuses on you. It’s a self-centered focus. You aren’t really 
thinking about your impact on the team; you’re thinking about how it makes you look to the team. 
That’s an important difference. 

Meanwhile, the second attitude (“I will do better for my team next time”) focuses on others. “I” am still 
the subject, but it’s clear that the actions are for the team, not the self. 

When you learn from a mistake, the most natural 
thing to do is to pass on that lesson to someone 
else so that they don’t make the same mistake. 
Sometimes your teammates will learn from your 
example just by watching it happen. And sometimes 
it will help to explain not what happened, but what 
your thought process was after the fact and what you 
learned.

There is a right and a wrong way to handle a mistake or 
a loss. Are you going to focus on what’s right or wrong? 

C

///  CAPTAINS’ LOG  ///
“LEADERS ALWAYS LEAD”

Think of a recent mistake that you made. Did 
you handle it the right or wrong way? How so?

What have you learned from a mistake that you 
can pass on to help out a teammate?

How do you usually respond when you make a 
mistake? 

How is your response to a mistake a reflection 
of your leadership?

Describe the right way to handle a mistake and 
give an example.
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F O R  AT H L E T E S

RIGHT OR WRONG: FOR ATHLETES
After a game, do you focus on what was right or what was wrong about your performance? 
When you focus on what was wrong, you cultivate a fear of failure. When you focus on what 
was right, you overcome those same fears by replacing it with a sense of accomplishment. 
Although you’ll still make mistakes, focusing on what’s right keeps those mistakes from 

generating overwhelming fear of failure.

Here are three things you can do to help you focus on what was right about your performance to help you 
overcome fear of failure. 

Think it: Repeat this phrase either aloud or in your mind until it sticks: 

My performance does not dictate my worth. 

You are not your performance. You are so much more than that. When you believe that you are more than your 
performance, it’s much easier to focus on what you did right. 

Say it: For something that you messed up in the game, tell a teammate or coach about it—not the fact of 
messing up, but what you learned from that mistake. Saying it aloud to another person helps you solidify what 
you learned so you don’t have to be afraid of making the same mistake again. 

Do it: Complete a task that makes you feel accomplished. Maybe that’s lifting in the gym. Maybe that’s 
reading for a homework assignment. Maybe that’s helping a friend work on their car. Do something that gives 
you a physical reminder that there’s more to you than what happens on the court. 

When you focus on what was wrong with your performance during a game or a test, you invite in fear of 
failure for the next big event. Instead, learn from what you did wrong, but put most of your focus on what 
you did right. 

ATHLETE’S EXERCISE: 

1. What was right or wrong about a recent performance of yours (either in a game, in class, or 
somewhere else)?

2. What can you do to make sure your focus is on what was right (which includes learning from 
mistakes)?

3. Who can you talk to about a mistake and know that you won’t be judged?

4. What are three tasks you could do that make you feel accomplished? 

5. How do you handle fear of failure? Give an example of how you have done so in the past. 
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F O R  FA M I LY

RIGHT OR WRONG: FOR FAMILY
If we only focus on what our family members do wrong, we’ll never give them a chance to get it 
right. The same is true for ourselves, too. We have to balance between correcting and coaching. 
Correcting focuses on what went wrong, while coaching focuses on what can go right. 

Each has its place, but too much of either can tip things out of whack.When we focus on the wrong, 
we tend to use punishment as a way to correct the error, such as grounding our son for lying about 
where he was or who he was with. Sometimes that’s necessary to remind our kids that actions have real 
consequences. 

But, sometimes we need to focus on what they did right instead to help them overcome a mistake. For 
example, assigning extra chores or taking away privileges may not be the best way to treat a bad grade on 
a test when instead we could focus on what they learned from the bad grade and help them move forward 
to do better on the next one. 

In the first example, correction (or punishment) can serve as a solid reminder. But in the second, correction 
would only serve to fuel our kids’ fear of failure. Fear of failure can paralyze our kids and make them even 
more susceptible to poor performance. In those situations, we want to coach them up instead. 

Let’s look briefly at three questions to ask to help figure out if a situation requires correcting or coaching.

1. Is this a character issue or an ability issue?

2. What purpose would punishment or 
correction serve in this instance?

3. Is there another method (such as coaching) 
that would serve the same purpose better?

Sometimes focusing on what our kids did wrong 
makes sense to teach them how to be better, but 
often focusing on what is right about a situation 
will be more helpful. There’s a balance to be 
struck between coaching and correcting, between 
focusing on what is right or wrong. 

///  BEST 5  ///
THE BEST FIVE MINUTES OF THE WEEK

How do you know when it’s better to coach or 
correct? What clues do you have?

Do you tend to focus on what’s right or what’s wrong 
about a situation? Are you more prone to coach or 
correct?

How does that impact your relationships with your 
family members?

What makes fear of failure worse or better for you?

How do you handle fear of failure? How can your 
family help?
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M O R E  R E S O U R C E S

MORE RESOURCES
Video: “Self Esteem For Teens Part 1” Life Tools by Jewels (YouTube)

Podcast: “Episode 6 | How to Raise Confident Kids” Notes from the Backpack, a PTA podcast 

Book: Think Confident, Be Confident for Teens : A Cognitive Therapy Guide to Overcoming Self-Doubt and 

Creating Unshakable Self-Esteem by Marci G. Fox and Leslie Sokol (ThriftBooks)

Article: “Five Ways to Help Teens Build a Sense of Self-Worth” by Amy L. Eva (Mindful) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f3Hul8YRbgQ
https://www.pta.org/center-for-family-engagement/notes-from-the-backpack/how-to-raise-confident-kids
https://www.thriftbooks.com/w/think-confident-be-confident-for-teens-a-cognitive-therapy-guide-to-overcoming-self-doubt-and-creating-unshakable-self-esteem_marci-g-fox_leslie-sokol/674141/item/8578449/?gclid=Cj0KCQjw9_mDBhCGARIsAN3PaFMoG27YSQb7lL4tu9--Jr-b7UPDHdKcZWJPTuzPpYSFNWKS6ULMddsaAtDeEALw_wcB#idiq=8578449&edition=7177294
https://www.thriftbooks.com/w/think-confident-be-confident-for-teens-a-cognitive-therapy-guide-to-overcoming-self-doubt-and-creating-unshakable-self-esteem_marci-g-fox_leslie-sokol/674141/item/8578449/?gclid=Cj0KCQjw9_mDBhCGARIsAN3PaFMoG27YSQb7lL4tu9--Jr-b7UPDHdKcZWJPTuzPpYSFNWKS6ULMddsaAtDeEALw_wcB#idiq=8578449&edition=7177294
https://www.mindful.org/five-ways-to-help-teens-build-a-sense-of-self-worth/

