
28
W E E K Hokey Pokey



2 W o r d s  C h a r a c t e r  D e v e l o p m e n t  •  S e a s o n  5  •  W e e k  2 8

28
W E E K Hokey Pokey

C
COACHES CAPTAINS ATHLETES FAMILY

Consider how  
you commit to  

your team.

Call out the hokey 
pokey teammates.

Count the cost of 
commitment.

Commit to the 
future and to  

your best.

HOKEY POKEY
“You put your left hand in, you put your left hand out…”

The hokey pokey is a fun dance from childhood. But when hokey pokey can be used to 
describe your commitment, your hard work, or your effort, then it’s not so fun anymore. 
We all know people who put in their commitment and then when it costs more than they 

thought it would, they take it out again. You might have even been that person.

At first glance, it makes sense to hold back a bit, to keep some energy or hard work reserved in case you 
need it later. But, as you probably know, there's a problem with that. When you hold back, when you fail to 
give the fullness of you to what's in front of you, then you diminish your chances of having an opportunity to 
even need what you've held back. 

Take this story of a man stranded in the desert as an example. The man had been walking for days and was 
on the brink of dying from thirst when he found a cabin. Inside the cabin was a canteen full of water with a 
note that said, "Use the water to prime the well pump." 

When the man put in only half of the water, nothing happened. But when he took a leap of faith and 
emptied the contents of the canteen, the well pump was primed and suddenly, he had even more water than 
he needed. Before he left the cabin, he refilled the canteen and left his own note saying "It really works! But 
you must go all in."

Like that man in the desert, you only have a canteen full of water. Though in this case, the water is your 
commitment and effort, your hard work and dedication to the team. You only have so much to give, so it's 
understandable that you would want to keep some in case you need it. But doing that short changes both 
you and your teammates. So don't be a hokey pokey

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

HOKEY POKEY: FOR COACHES
Coaches tend to move around a lot. They're competitive and a lot of them want to be head 
coaches at some point, so movement is necessary. And sometimes, there are things outside of 
our control that take us from being with the same school for ten or more years to being at a new 
school for only a year or two. 

Things happen. Needing to switch jobs or schools isn't a sign of a lack of commitment to students. It's just 
a transfer of that commitment from one set of student-athletes to another.

The players aren't always going to understand this, though. It's hard when a coach that they like and trust 
moves away. It's hard to start all over again and trust the new person that comes to replace the coach they 
trusted, too. 

If the way we talk about our commitment doesn't equal how committed we actually are, we send our 
students mixed messages about commitment and how important it is. In other words, when we act like a 
hokey pokey, students think it's normal to be a hokey pokey.

The way we talk about timelines matters. If we talk to our freshmen players about where the team will be by 
the time they are seniors, that sets a (potentially unrealistic) expectation that we're going to be there for all 
of their four years. Don't be afraid to talk about hopes for the future, but don't treat it like a guarantee, either.

We don’t always control whether or not we stay at a school, and sometimes, we’ll need to move on before 
we originally planned. The important thing is: What did we teach our student-athletes about commitment 
while we were with them?

THIS WEEK, BE ON THE LOOKOUT FOR:
1. Opportunities to SET athletes up for future success. 

Talk about the future and your commitment to the team 
in ways that will help athletes trust the next coach if 
you do end up leaving for another school. Establish 
trust for the position of "Coach" rather than just for you 
personally. 

2. Opportunities to COMMIT to what you can commit 
to. No one knows what tomorrow will bring, so 
you can't promise athletes that you'll be with them 
throughout their high school careers. But you can 
commit to being there for them this year, this month, or 
just this week. Don't fear commitments, but don't make 
them lightly, either.

3. Opportunities to CALL OUT the hokey pokey 
athletes. Commitment isn't a one-time thing; it's 
ongoing. If an athlete committed high at the beginning 
of the season but is now dropping their passion or work 
ethic, call them out for putting their hand in and taking 
it back out. Use the term "hokey pokey" or something 
similar to lighten the mood, but also point out how 
important it is to follow through on commitments. 

QUOTES OF THE DAY:
MONDAY:
“The quality of a person's life is in direct 
proportion to their commitment to 
excellence, regardless of their chosen field of 
endeavor.” Vince Lombardi

 TUESDAY:
“Unless commitment is made, there are only 
promises and hopes; but no plans." 
  Peter Drucker
WEDNESDAY:
“Knowing is not enough; we must apply.  
Willing is not enough; we must do.”     
  Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

THURSDAY:
“Thinking well is wise; planning well wiser; 
doing well wisest and best of all.” 
  Persian Proverb
FRIDAY:
“Don't be a hokey pokey. Instead set the 
standard of commitment, passion, and work 
ethic.” Coach Mackey
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F O R  C A P TA I N S

HOKEY POKEY: FOR CAPTAINS
Hokey pokey is a silly term. Part of what made the dance so fun as a kid was the repetition 
of this silly phrase. Having someone who acts like a hokey pokey is a serious problem for the 
team, but we use the term "hokey pokey" to make it kind of funny. When we poke fun at 
something (not someone!) it brings us closer together rather than pushing away the person 

that we're trying to reach. 

Let's look at three basic steps to talk to a teammate when they are being a hokey pokey.

Call out the behavior. This is where the phrase "hokey pokey" comes in. It's a lighthearted way to 
point out that someone has put their hand in and then taken it back out. There's an undercurrent of 
seriousness that will be addressed in the next steps, but this opens the way to dialogue without being 
too overbearing.

Discuss what you've seen. If you've seen a lack of commitment or effort, shoot straight with them about 
that. Don't dance around it. Explain what you meant when you said they were being a hokey pokey. But 
don't make it a one-sided lecture. The purpose is to have a dialogue. Maybe what you see isn't all there is.

Ask what you can do to help. If someone has 
withdrawn their commitment to the team, see if 
there's anything you can do to help lessen the 
cost or at least make the cost more palatable. For 
example, maybe they don't feel they have any 
real friends on the team so that's made the cost of 
commitment seem higher. You can befriend them 
and help them to make other close friendships on 
the team by being more inclusive. 

The term hokey pokey may sound silly, but that's 
kind of the point. It's a less-threatening way to call 
out bad behavior so you can discuss it reasonably 
and then find a solution. 

C

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

What have you given to the team but then 
withdrawn when the cost got too high?

How can you help your teammates to commit to 
the team and its goals?

How can using the term hokey pokey (or 
something equally silly) make it less awkward 
when you have to call out a teammate?

Why is it important to have a discussion rather 
than giving a lecture when someone is being a 
hokey pokey?

What are the limits of a leader's responsibility to 
help someone who lacks commitment or effort?
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F O R  AT H L E T E S

HOKEY POKEY: FOR ATHLETES
Everything that you commit to has a price tag. It may not be as obvious as a red tag attached 
to the collar of a shirt, or as bright as a menu in the drive thru, but every commitment you 
make will cost you. That’s why you must count the cost of a commitment, before you make the 
commitment. Count the cost in time, energy, and ability.

TIME. Every person only gets 24 hours in a day. As a student, eight of those are dedicated to school, and eight 
to sleep. That only leaves eight hours for everything else. If you don’t count the TIME cost of your commitment, 
you could find yourself having to give up something you really want, or need, to keep your commitment. Before 
you make a commitment, make sure you have sufficient time to keep that commitment.

ENERGY. Like time, we humans are limited in our available energy. Sure, the occasional shot of caffeine will 
give you the boost needed to make it through a (poorly planned) all-nighter, but that isn’t sustainable. Count the 
ENERGY cost before you make a commitment. How are you going to replenish the energy it takes to execute on 
your commitments? A commitment is only as good as it is sustainable.

ABILITY. You can make up for not presently having the right skill set or abilities by having three things: a will 
and a plan. If you are willing to learn, there is nothing you can’t know. But, you also need a plan to develop new 
skills. How are you going to learn and practice? From whom will you learn? These things are the fuel to the fire of 
your will. Commiting your ability is less about what you can already do and more about what you're willing and 
planning to learn.

Every commitment has a cost. Count that cost before you make the commitment so you’re less likely to be a 
hokey pokey.

ATHLETE’S EXERCISE: 

Consider a commitment you are about to make, or have recently made, and use these questions 
to count the cost.

1. How much time will this commitment take? When will you prepare for it? 

2. How long of a commitment is it? Do you have time available to commit to this?

3. How much energy will this commitment take? Is it a physical, emotional, or intellectual 
commitment?

4. What abilities do you need to keep this commitment? Of these, which do you have and 
which do you need to get? 

5. How will you develop the abilities needed to keep this commitment?
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F O R  FA M I LY

HOKEY POKEY: FOR FAMILY
We’ve all known people that throw in the towel the second that things start to get difficult. 
As soon as things start to get the tiniest bit uncomfortable, inconvenient, or disruptive 
to the status quo, they’re out. That's not commitment. That's being a hokey pokey. Let's 

look at three things that commitment cares about to help us get a handle on why commitment is so 
important.

Commitment cares more about our best than our worst. If we aren’t committed to someone, it is 
really easy to look for the worst in them, because they don’t matter to us. If we’re not invested in their 
development or success, there's no incentive to overlook the bad in favor of the good. But if we’re truly 
committed to our family, we will actively be looking for places to highlight the best in them. 

Commitment cares more about the future than the past. When we’re committed to seeing the best 
in people, suddenly their past doesn’t matter as much as it used to. It takes no commitment to dwell on 
someone’s past because the past is done. But the future? We’ve got to commit to that. Because the future 
is full of unknowns. The future has problems and 
challenges and tough decisions that we need to 
get through. It requires more work. 

Commitment cares more about what we 
have than what we don't. Commitment isn’t 
concerned with the things that you don’t have. 
Commitment doesn’t care what’s not at the 
table; it’s concerned with what each person has 
brought to the table. Commitment gives its all 
with what it has and leaves the excuses at home 
where they belong.

What makes commitment so important is 
that commitment cares about the things that 
matter: our best, the future, and what we have. 
Commitment involves looking ahead, seeing 
the challenges, and buckling up to take on and 
overcome those obstacles. 

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

You can’t see the best in others, if you can’t see the 
best in yourself. When you think about yourself, do 
you see the best or worst in you?

How can your family help you to look for the best 
more often?

List three things from your past that you give more 
attention today than you want. 

Why are those past events so significant that you 
would dwell on them today? What is keeping you 
from moving on? 

How can it help you to reach your goals (personal 
or family) if you focus on what you have rather than 
what you don't have?



2 W o r d s  C h a r a c t e r  D e v e l o p m e n t  •  S e a s o n  5  •  W e e k  2 8

28
W E E K Hokey Pokey

M O R E  R E S O U R C E S

MORE RESOURCES
Video: “How To Be A GOOD TEAMMATE In Sports” Elevate Yourself (YouTube)

Podcast: “110: Good Player But Not A Good Teammate” The Coaching Life Podcast (Google Podcasts)

Book: The Winner Within: A Life Plan for Team Players by Pat Riley (Amazon)

Article: “What Makes a Great Teammate?” by Mike Klinzing, Positive Coaching Alliance


