
PREPARING YOUNG ATHLETES FOR A 
WORLD CLASS ATHLETIC CAREER 
AND A WORLD CLASS LIFE.  

by John Leonard  



Is this an exaggeration?  

 Yes, of course.  

 Most of our young athletes will be perfectly 
happy without a “world class athletic career”.  

 But.  

 If we understand the factors that “allow” such 
a future to happen, we “de-limit” the athlete.  

 Understanding those factors is our goal 
today. 



Key Factors in a Fabulous 
Future. 

 High Aspiration. (by parents and child)  

 Internal Motivation.  

 Parental Support and Role. 

 Quality Coaching  

 Quality competition and stimulus. (affecting 
aspiration)  

 A focus on the “whole person” and “character”.   



High Aspiration. 

 A willingness to risk.  

 Resiliance  

 Recognizing sport as a preparation for life.  

 And not mistaking  sport results for “personal 
value”.  

 Where does it come from? (your entire 
environment.) (“it takes a village”….)  



Internal Motivation.  

 3 key factors…. 

 1) The person perceives a possibility of high 
levels of success. 

 2) The person perceives a locus of personal 
control and limited or no external controls.  

 3) The person relates to a group/idea/principle 
larger than themselves. (Serve something 
bigger….)  



Consider carefully….. 

 The extreme effects that parental behavior 
exert on the determination of “Internal 
motivation”.  

 

 It is possible, with the best of intentions, 
that we severly limit our own well-beloved 
children unintentionally.  

 Moving on……. 

 



Parental Support and Role.  

 1. provide “opportunity” for excellence.  

             - seek out quality coaching 

             - support knowledgeable coaching.  

             - ask questions and “advocate” 
for….both their child and quality coaching.  

 2.  Allow the Child to “own” the activity. (and 
not “take it over”) (Skateboarding).  



Parental…(continued)  

3. Assume “strength”. (not weakness) Act on it.  

4. Teach resiliance (toughness).  

(no helicopter parents, no “curling parenting”)  

5. Equanimity. (never too high or too low.)  

6. Teach “Chop wood, haul water”.  

7. Teach “here and now”.  

8. Teach “chase one rabbit”.  

9. Teach Balance.  

10. Teach Self-determination.  



Quality of Coaching.  

 Key factors:  

 Character (role model)  

 Skilled Teacher. 

 Understanding of long term development.  

 Inspires independence and responsibility.  

 Knowledgeable in relevant areas.  

 Committed, even compelled, but not 
obsessed.  



Modern Sub-issues.  

 1. 10,000 hours.  

 2. Purposeful practice.  

 A) Challenging B) focused C) feedback.  

 3.  Myelin Sheath and neural development.  

 4.  Praise effort, not “talent”.  

 5. Sociological  

 A) multiple roles of coach  

 B) sell counter-cultural values. (long, slow)  



Let’s consider the sub-issue 
of quality teaching….because 
the world has changed.  



Quality Competition and 
Stimulus.. 

 Within a “lane”  

 Within a “team”.  

 Within a geographical area…..of reasonable 
travel extent.  

 What frequency is stimulating and what 
frequency is “exhausting”?  

 Do you believe in competition? History tell us 
that competition brings for the best.  



Competition, con’t.  

 Is the issue of “purposeful practice” (if well 
done) more important than daily stimulus of 
competition? (and implications.)  

 “strength of the wolf is the pack, strength of 
the pack, is the wolf” (Rudyard Kipling.)  

 Comfort, complacency, are the direct 
enemies of excellence.  

 Competition must be realistic to be a 
stimulus.  



The Whole Person and Character 

 1. Strong personalities make the best 
athletes.  

 2. Make the person stronger, make the 
athlete stronger.  

 3. Developing character daily. (a responsibility 
of parent, coach and athlete.) Young people 
become what we teach them to be.  

 4. So, what factors are important?  



Some factors of 
“Character”…. 
 (Make your own list…here’s mine…)  

 Personal honesty. Tell yourself the truth.  

 Accountability. (“if it’s to be, it’s up to me.”)  

 Purpose. (“we’re here on earth to help one 
another and we do that by being the best 
“me” I can be.”)  

 Strength is about Resiliance. Get back up. 
Again and again. And Again.  



A Quick Review….. 

 High aspiration.  

 Internal motivation.  

 Parental support 

 Quality coaching 

 Quality competition and stimulus.  

 Character.  

 “Coaching is  about leading young people in 
the direction of excellence”  

 

 



THANK YOU FOR LISTENING!  

John Leonard  
Jleonard@swimmingcoach.org  
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