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COACHES CAPTAINS ATHLETES FAMILY

Teach zero talent 
skills to students.

Acquire zero talent 
skills to lead better.

Cultivate zero 
talent skills like 

positivity.

Learn zero talent 
skills together.

ZERO TALENT
Our society often overvalues talent. Those who can run faster, lift more, or kick harder 
tend to get the most attention. But this focus on talent becomes a confident excuse 
for our losses (they were more talented than me) and dismisses something more 
important: zero talent skills. These are things like hard work, positivity, coachability, and 
preparedness. These skills don’t require any level of talent; they just require a desire to 

learn and improve. 

There are tons of zero talent skills that you can learn that will make up for just about any lack of talent. These 
are things like preparedness, positivity, and coachability. These are not the only skills that require zero talent, 
but a brief look at each should help you spot other zero talent skills that you can start honing today. 

Preparation. It takes no skill to fully prepare for an upcoming game. It just takes willpower. But preparation 
can mean the difference between victory and defeat. If you’re prepared and the other team isn’t, who do you 
think is going to win?

Positivity. It takes no skill to bring a positive attitude to practice every day. It just takes a shift in your 
mindset. Notice when you’re tense or irritable or negative. Notice how it feels in your body and use that as a 
warning signal that you need to turn the mood around. 

Coachability. It takes no skill to take good advice to heart. It just takes a willingness to listen. Nobody likes 
to be criticized, but when that criticism is constructive and can help you be a better player or a better person, 
then don’t throw that away.

Instead of releasing your responsibility for your losses and mistakes by focusing on talent, focus on 
cultivating zero talent skills that will help you succeed regardless of who is more “talented.”

C O N T E N T  O V E R V I E W
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ZERO TALENT: FOR COACHES
Zero talent skills can be taught just like any other skill. In fact, they need to be taught. Our students 
aren’t going to just know how to prepare, or how to be positive when they feel negative. They don’t 
just know how to take criticism or even how to take notes. 

These are skills that need to be taught. Here are a few zero talent skills we might not think about that are 
important to teach our student-athletes. 

How to take notes. What is most important to write down when someone is speaking? How do you know 
when something will be relevant without that person telling you? When is shorthand a good idea and how do 
you do it? These are all questions that your students may have when you say “take notes.” Some may not even 
know to take notes without being told. 

How to dress for different occasions. Have you ever had a student walk into class or practice dressed 
totally inappropriately for the situation? Have any that don’t know how to tie a tie? Or that don’t know about 
appropriate skirt lengths? For a lot of our students, parents teach these things, but not everyone has the benefit 
of parents who think to really teach it. 

How to work hard. This should just be something they pick up through osmosis, right? When you do hard 
work, you learn how to work hard. While that is true to an extent, some students (particularly the younger ones) 
are going to need more guidance than that for exactly how hard their hard work should be. 

Just as we teach sport-specific skills, we can teach zero talent skills that will have an impact on our athletes’ 
success both on and off the field. 

THIS WEEK, BE ON THE LOOKOUT FOR:
1. Opportunities to PRACTICE zero talent skills. Making 

time to practice the skills we want to teach is important. 
If we’re trying to teach our athletes to always be 
prepared, but we’re frequently caught without a pen or 
other necessary tool, then the message is going to be 
mixed. 

2. Opportunities to LOOK for zero talent skills to teach. 
Keep an eye and an ear out for skills that might not 
appear as such at first glance. For example, reading for 
fun is a skill, not a hobby. Frequent readers tend to be 
more compassionate, to have better vocabulary and 
language comprehension, and to sleep better. Aside 
from all the benefits, it’s a skill because anyone can learn 
to enjoy reading. It just takes a willingness to learn.

3. Opportunities to CELEBRATE zero talent skills. The 
talent gets the spotlight all the time (especially after 
a big game). To make sure the focus doesn’t become 
all talent, no skill, take time to celebrate athletes who 
are making great progress on zero talent skills like 
preparedness and positivity.

QUOTES OF THE DAY:
MONDAY:
“A winner is someone who recognizes 
his God-given talents, works his tail off to 
develop them into skills, and uses these skills 
to accomplish his goals.” Larry Bird

TUESDAY:
“I have no special talent. I am only 
passionately curious.” Albert Einstein

WEDNESDAY:
“When you get great at zero talent skills, then 
you develop the skills to make your talent 
great.” Coach Mackey

THURSDAY:
“The most important skill to acquire now is 
learning how to learn.” John Naisbitt

FRIDAY:
“If the power to do hard work is not a skill, it’s 
the best possible substitute for it.” 
   James A. Garfield
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ZERO TALENT: FOR CAPTAINS
Our society often overvalues talent. Those who can run faster, lift more, or kick harder tend 
to get the most attention. But this focus on talent dismisses something more important: zero 
talent skills. These are things like hard work, positivity, coachability, and preparedness. These 
skills don’t require any level of talent; they just require a desire to learn and improve. 

Leaders like you can turn the tide away from a focus on talent and toward a focus on zero talent skills. 
You’re going to need to build a few zero talent skills for yourself first. Let’s look at three such skills that 
will help you lead others to move from a focus on innate talent to zero talent.

Positivity. When you bring optimism and excitement to the locker room, it makes people want to listen 
to you more. That’s not to say you should lie to your team to put a positive spin on things. The skill 
of positivity comes from learning to find the silver lining in every cloud, not pretending there are no 
clouds. 

Communication. The better you can communicate, both with people you know well and those you 
don’t, the better your teammates will be able to receive the messages you want to convey. In other 
words, when you learn how to speak to people, it 
makes it easier for them to listen to you. 

Integrity. When your teammates know you as a 
person of integrity, that solidifies your influence. Of 
course, that means you have to learn to be a person 
of integrity. Make no mistake, it is a skill that takes 
practice. 

Talent is less important than zero talent skills. 
As a leader, you can use the zero talent skills of 
positivity, communication, and integrity to steer your 
teammates’ focus from talent to zero talent. 

C

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

What are some other zero talent skills that 
would be useful for a leader? Why?

What is a zero talent skill that has already 
served you well as a leader?

How can you help someone else learn that 
same skill?

How can you practice positivity, 
communication, and integrity this week?

How are these zero talent skills applicable 
outside of sports?
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ZERO TALENT: FOR ATHLETES
Lack of talent is a convenient excuse for lack of success. But that’s all it is: an excuse. There 
are tons of zero talent skills that you can learn that will make up for just about any lack of 
talent. These are things like positivity, coachability, and preparedness. These skills will help 

you find success on the field and beyond, but they are things that have to be learned. 

So how do you know that something is a zero talent skill worth learning? Let’s break down one skill (positivity) 
as an example.

1. It elevates your natural abilities. When you bring a positive attitude to practice, you work harder, and your 
teammates get the benefit of your good mood. Zero talent skills make your efforts better. They make your 
natural talent stronger because it’s not left to prop up the whole structure on its own. 

2. It has a long shelf-life. Skills with a short shelf-life include a lot of the physical things that you learn through 
sports like running plays and tackling. Those aren’t skills you’ll need after you stop playing organized sports 
(which will eventually happen, even if you go pro). But long shelf-life skills like positivity stay with you and help 
you throughout your lifetime. 

3. It can be learned. You can learn how to be positive by a few simple practices like monitoring your thoughts, 
writing or speaking affirmations, and making a daily gratitude list. The more that you look for the good in life, 
the more you will find it. A skill is something that can be learned through practice. 

Talent alone does not win games. Without the zero talent skills like positivity, hard work, and coachability, 
there’s little chance for success on or off the field. But with those skills, you can succeed at whatever you put 
your mind to. 

ATHLETE’S EXERCISE: 

1. What is a zero talent skill that would be beneficial for you to learn?

2. How would that skill help you succeed either on the court or off?

3. Have you used the excuse that someone is more talented than you? Why or why not?

4. How can you practice bringing more positivity to your daily life?

5. What zero talent skills do you wish someone would teach you?
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ZERO TALENT: FOR FAMILY
Zero talent skills are things that anyone can learn. They don’t require any special ability or innate 
talent; they just require a desire to learn. Best of all, zero talent skills are transferable. They can 
be learned in relation to athletics, but the application for these skills goes far beyond sports. 

There are many, many zero talent skills that our kids could focus on, but let’s look at three as a small sample.

Preparation. As Benjamin Franklin said, “By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail.” It’s unlikely that 
he was talking about football games, yet this is a very apt saying for any athlete to hear. The team that wins 
a game isn’t the team with the most talent, it’s the one with the most preparation. Beyond sports, a job 
interview, an important meeting, or the arrival of a new baby are just a few examples where knowing how to 
prepare is crucial.

Positivity. Everyone has down days. Everyone struggles to remain positive in tough situations. But positivity 
in the face of adversity can be learned, and it doesn’t require any talent to get really good at it. Learning 
positivity starts with a willingness to look at things from a new angle. With an open mind, we can more easily 
see how the glass could be half full, even if our natural inclination is to see it as half empty. 

Coachability. The ability to accept criticism or 
critiques is essential for success in sports and 
in everyday life. It doesn’t matter how much 
talent someone has; they are going to need help 
spotting their weak points and improving on those 
areas. If that person can’t accept the criticism, their 
talent won’t be worth much. 

Anyone can learn zero talent skills like these, and 
those skills will help our kids to emerge victorious 
even when they aren’t the most “talented” person 
on the field or in the boardroom. 

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

What are some other examples of skills that require 
zero talent but that can make a big difference in 
success on and off the field?

What’s one thing you can do today to work on 
learning or practicing a zero talent skill?

What are some zero talent skills that would benefit 
your family?

What are some zero talent skills that would be fun to 
learn together?

How can zero talent skills help you win a competition 
even if someone else is more “talented” than you?
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MORE RESOURCES
Video: “Teach life skills and change our world: Jill Siegal Chalsty at TEDxCharleston” TEDx Talks (YouTube)

Podcast: “Cambridge Life Competencies for Teens: Podcast” Cambridge University Press

Book: Learning How to Learn by Barbara Oakley, Ph.D. and Terrence Sejnowski, Ph.D. (BarbaraOakley.com)

Article: “15 Life Skills Every Teen Should Learn” by Kimberley Moran (weareteachers.com)

Article: “Imparting Life Skills” USA Basketball

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Azy6DD2bDHg
https://www.cambridge.org/elt/blog/2019/10/08/cambridge-life-competencies-teens-podcast-launch/
https://barbaraoakley.com/books/learning-how-to-learn/
https://www.weareteachers.com/life-skills-for-teens/
https://www.usab.com/youth/development/youth-development-imparting-life-skills.aspx

