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WE NEED TO TALK...
COACH, we need to talk.

I cried in the car ride home from the game last night.  I let you down, I let the team down, I let my parents 
down, I failed.

You didn’t even have to say a word for me to know how you felt.  I know what I did wrong, and your 
silence was enough to let me know that you knew too.

So we need to talk….I don’t want to play anymore.

I started playing this game because I loved it.  I love the speed, the constant motion, the controlled 
chaos.  I love the smell of fresh cut grass, the crispness of an early morning game, and the sound of the 
ball hitting that net.  Oh, that sound.  There is no other sound in the universe like it.

I will miss that sound the most.  I definitely quit.  I wish I could be of value to you.  I wish you could see 
how much I look up to you.  I wish you would notice how hard I try for you.  You barely see me during 
training and at games, I seem like more of an annoyance or disappointment.

After my mistake yesterday, I was a ghost.

I tried to show off the new move you taught me.  I tried to apply what I learned.  I wanted you to see that 
I had been paying attention in training and that I was willing to risk for you.  I wanted so badly to pull 
that move off, see the joy on your face, see you beaming from ear to ear with pride for me…then you 
would call out my name and give me this big thumbs up for all to see, and I would get a high five from 
you when I trotted triumphantly off the field.  Just like you do for the good players.

I TRIED. I FAILED. 

The moment I missed the ball and that player took it from me, I could already feel your disappointment.

When he dribbled away toward our goal and I fell trying desperately to fix my mistake, I could hear your 
loud sigh of frustration…again.

None of that hurt as badly as when he scored.  I turned to you immediately, hoping just this one time, 
you would laugh and say, “So unlucky, but you tried the move! I am so proud of you for trying. Mistakes 
happen, but we grow from them.  This will help you grow.”
 
Instead you screamed my name, stomped your foot, and had Jimmy sub in for  me.

As I trudged off the field and past you, you just sat in your chair, refusing to even acknowledge me.  I 
was a ghost to you.

I guess that parent on the other side was right…I am useless and shouldn’t be playing on this team. 

So I QUIT.

Before I leave coach, we need to talk…
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We need to talk about how you can fix this for the next kid like me.  The one who is unsure of himself. 
The one who tries everything but messes up, because his body hasn’t synced up with his mind.  The 
one who lacks confidence so it affects his play.  The one that always seems to lose the game for us and 
always gets subbed every time he messes up.  You know our names because you scream it out every 
time we mess up, making us cringe at the sound of our own names now.

We need to talk about 4 things you can do to HELP THE NEXT ONE…

I am too far gone.  I hope you can help the next one.

Yours formerly in soccer,
 

“THE DISAPPOINTMENT”

ELEVATE 
HIM 

Show him that you notice his efforts, even if he fails.  That he has a safe 
place with you to try new things, to grow as a player, and to be vulnerable.  
Show him that you notice how hard he tries and at the very least, praise 
him for his work ethic and his courage…things he can control. I know when 
I mess up, and in fact, I am my own worst critic.  You don’t need to remind 
me of what I did wrong.  Oh, and yelling my name across the field makes it 
worse.  Elevate me above that singular moment of failure with some words 
of hope and belief.

Give him a chance to fix his mistakes.  We all make them, and all we want 
is to make up for it.  When he messes up, give him a few minutes to try to 
make it up to you.  If you sub him out immediately, like you did me, he will 
stop trying, stop risking, stop daring.  He will figure out that mistakes equal 
bench time and his development will end. Empower me with trust and let 
me try to work through the struggle without immediate punishment.

EMPOWER 
HIM O

Talk to him.  For goodness sake, I knew I messed up the moment I did it, 
you better believe the next guy will too.  He is embarrassed for messing up 
in front of friends and family and for letting down his team.  You can help 
him by talking to him when you do take him out of the game.  Acknowledge 
his existence no matter how frustrated you are.  Say something, anything, 
to him when he walks by you instead of sitting there like a statue of 
disappointment. If only you would have encouraged me as I walked by that 
everything was okay and we all mess up sometimes, I would have stayed.

You are the coach.  You are supposed to be infallible and know how to do 
it right all the time.  He looks up to you and implores you for knowledge.  
When he messes up is when he needs you to teach him the most.  Show 
him how he can do it next time so he does not mess up.  Mistakes are 
vehicles for learning but only if we are enlightened about what happened 
and what can go be done to correct it.  Saying nothing at all after or even 
later does not help him grow.  If only you would have enlightened me after 
the game of how I could fix that for the next time. Instead, you told me 
“never do that in front of the goal” and walked away.

ENCOURAGE 
HIM

ENLIGHTEN 
HIM
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I used to drive my daughter to school every morning.  She was a freshman at a private school in 
Cincinnati and we lived between an hour and an hour and fifteen minutes from it, depending on traffic 
and weather. 
 
She was at one of the best schools in the country, but the downside was it made for very early mornings 
and long drives. This was a sacrifice we were willing to endure.
 
Drives are cathartic for me.  I use the time to unwind or to re-energize.  On particularly long rides, I will 
turn off the radio and drive in silence, allowing my mind to work a bit.  I use rides for inspiration.  The 
year I drove my daughter I was doing a lot of marketing and growth hacking for a startup as well as 
running a 60 team silo for a soccer club.  I needed those long rides to stoke my creativity and to process 
out of me all the stress that comes from the role of Director of Coaching.
 
I failed to mention to my daughter that I use long car rides for cathartic and creative reasons.  She is 
very much like my wife and other two children.  They enjoy a good conversation and like to process 
their stress out loud.  She was looking forward to all those long rides so she could bond with me and 
she knew I could help her navigate freshman year at a large, private, challenging school. She needed 
conversation on her rides and I craved silence...both for the same reasons.
 
Of course the first half of the year went as expected.  I would ride in near total silence while my daughter 
would sit and chat with me the entire time.  The conversations were very one-sided for both of us.  I was 
the only one using the silence as a device and she was the only one using the conversation as a device.  
We were both confused by the other’s lack of engagement in our particular method of “dealing with it”.
 
By mid-year she stopped talking.  She would hop in the car, tip tap on her phone for a few minutes and 
then fall sound asleep.  She would sleep sitting bolt upright, with her head rocking to the rhythm of the 
car, the entire ride to school.  At first it was hilarious for me.  On the bumpy parts of the ride she would 
mimic the movements of the best mosh pitters at a head-banging rock concert.  On stops and starts 
she would sway to and fro, and once in a while she would bend her neck too far to one side and pop 
wide awake.  I would laugh quietly the entire ride.  Her Wayne’s World Car Scene impression was as 
cathartic as the silence.
 
Then I began to miss her talking.  I began to wonder why she stopped and that wonder turned to worry.  
Was she struggling more than she let on to us?  Was she dealing with some inner demons we needed 
to help her address?  Did she no longer want to talk to her daddy?
 
She is a daddy’s girl.  Has been since the day we met.  She spread whipped cream all over my condo 
and stole rocks and quarters from the various candle gardens and my change jar the first time I met her.  
She left an indelible mark on my heart from the very beginning and has been “my daughter” since that 

THE DEAFENING
SOUND OF
SILENCE
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first day I met her.  I adopted her soon into our marriage, not because I had to, but because I wanted 
her to know she was my daughter.
 
To go from my daughter thinking I hung the moon to choosing sleep over me in our car rides was heart-
breaking.  Her silence was enough to tell me how she felt about me.  So for about a month the sadness, 
then anger, then angst built up in me.  I could take it no more and had a talk with my wife about our 
rides.  I needed to know what went wrong.  Was she in need of help?  Was she angry for something I 
did?  Or was this what all dads of teenage girls had to handle?
 
Upon informing my wife of my concerns, she immediately smiled.  “I think you need to talk to her on the 
next car ride.  Actually open your mouth and talk so you can hear the answer for yourself.”  I would have 
a “talk” with my daughter the next morning.  That was a moment when I realized no matter how old or 
mature a person is, silence can be a lethal weapon.
 
My daughter had confided in my wife that she thought I was mad at her as well.  My daughter was 
trying to figure out what she did wrong because I never spoke to her when we drove to school.  She 
said she would talk away, even about things I cared for, in the hopes she could draw me verbally into 
the conversation.  All she ever got were a series of grunts, acknowledgments and the occasional word. 
 
She was convinced I had stopped liking her.  
She thought it was the amount of money we 
were spending on her school or the painfully 
long drives in bad traffic and bad weather.  She 
thought maybe her talking too much had finally 
made me decide I couldn’t bear another drive 
with her (this is a very real fear for introverted 
people).  For the sake of her own self-confidence, 
she chose to sleep on the rides rather than talk 
with me and face potential rejection.
 
Here I was enjoying these special moments 
with my daughter.  Watching her grow up to be 
a woman 1 hour and 15 minutes at a time each 
morning, thinking life couldn’t get much better 
than having your teenager still talk to you! 
 
What I did not know was my silence was the 
cause of all our stress.  Silence is a needed tool 
for an introvert like me. I need the silence and 
use it to “heal”.
 
For her, my silence was a weapon. Of course, the moment she went silent, it became a weapon to me 
as well.  I drew conclusions from her sudden silence, and we both dropped into the doldrums without a 
nasty word ever being spoken between us.  Silence was the root of it all.
 
Of course, we worked things out and realized the balance we needed.  She carries most conversations 
with me and I provide plenty of words here and there to keep the conversation going.  She knows my 
silence is my way of engaging in the conversation.  If I am silent, I am processing, listening intently, 
enjoying these special moments with my child. 
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When I speak I answer, probe for more information, or provide positive feedback for her. I know her 
need to talk to me is her way of saying she still needs me as a dad.  She knows my silence means 
I am figuring out how to help her and loving every minute of it. Now the silence is the thread of our 
relationship. 
 
Silence has a tremendous power as a form of communication, but many times it can be interpreted as a 
weapon instead of a useful tool.  As the aforementioned story reveals, silence can shatter relationships 
if used incorrectly.  For my daughter, during the difficult and challenging teen years she needed a dad 
to listen but also to talk.  She needed me to help her solve problems, to reassure her life is going in the 
right direction, to show her I still loved her.
 
My silence drove a wedge between us and also began to damage her own self-confidence.  Without 
my verbal support, she was struggling to navigate treacherous seas on her own.  She needed at 
least a few words from me to empower her, encourage her, and elevate her.  As a father I now see 
that my silence, because it was not explained, not supported with expectations, and at least some 
discussion once in a while, was a very dangerous method of communication.  Silence is difficult as 
a stand alone communication device.  It needs support from primary and secondary communication 
channels to convey the correct underlying meaning.  This is why it is so treacherous, yet important, in 
the educational/coaching environment.  Great communicators know the power of silence.
 
Our players are in the same boat, on the same seas, as my daughter.  They are trying to find their way 
in a sometimes dangerous, always challenging world, and we are one of the lighthouses that keeps 
them from the rocks.  Parents, teachers, coaches, loved ones all help guide children through these 
waters.  When we are communicating properly with children, our beacon can be seen for miles, through 
all kinds of dense weather, but silence is akin to that lighthouse turning off its light.
 
We show them no path with our silence.  We give them no reassurance they are headed the right 
direction.  We abandon them, alone in the dark on the seas with no sense of safety and hope.  This 
sounds ominous, but these are children.  It is our obligation to guide them.
 
Children of all ages need communication.  This is our gift, as sentient beings, the art of communication.  
Children grow, learn and explore the wondrous world through communication.
 
High-performing children need high-performance communication because the stressors, the 
expectations, and the activity are quite strenuous.  They need feedback.  They need guidance.  They 
need to be empowered to continue the journey. The journey includes failure, success, change.  These 
factors require deliberate communication with coaches and mentors to ensure they continue on the 
correct path.  It is their path to choose, but our duty to illuminate it.
 
As I state often, children need to be empowered to risk, they need to be encouraged to continue in their 
journey, and they need to be elevated with words above the mundane stress of the moment so they can 
see what it is they could become from all this.    Our words have the ability to elevate them so they can 
see beyond this moment and envision the next moments.
 
As Ovid says “be patient and tough, someday this pain will be useful to you”.
 
I had a Latin teacher in High School who used to use this quote all the time in class.  High School was 
not emotionally easy for me.  It looked like it on the outside, but on the inside I was waging a nasty war 
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with depression/anxiety.  This quote helped serve as one of the many beacons sent out by the influential 
adults in my life.  I stayed the course because adults reminded me I could make it and it would be worth 
it.  I had that quote on a note card in my wallet for a very long time after High School. (I still have that 
card in one of my keepsake boxes.
 
Thanks, Mr. Marchall, for elevating me.
 
Imagine if he had never said that to me.  Imagine if my soccer coach and mentor, Paul Rockwood had 
never said, “Reed, you have a gift and need to share it with the world”.  Imagine if my club coach had 
never said “It’s okay.  Mistakes happen.  I still believe in you.”
 
Imagine feeling alone on those treacherous waters, searching for some kind of beacon to guide you.  
Not only to guide you, but to let you know it will all be okay.  “This pain shall pass if you trust me.  Follow 
me.”  We all look for signs when we are on our path.  The darker the path, the more we watch for bright 
signs to guide us.  The harder the journey, the more signs we may need. Children in an environment of 
“development” (education, sport, any activity that requires skill acquisition through trial and error), need 
our support to continue on the path.
 
Your silence doesn’t help them stay the course.
 
On a more inane level, your silence, if used incorrectly, does not promote “development”.  Children 
need feedback.  They need to hear what is working and what is not, and they need to have specific 
information said to them to help them solve the puzzle of the game.  When they look to you for that 
kind of guidance, you have to be ready to give it.  Silence in the place of instruction, or feedback, or 
guidance is the death knell for development.  Silence, then, can be deafening enough to drown all hope 
of acquisition.  It is the flood that drowns the seeds of new growth.
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THE LETHAL WEAPON OF SILENCE 
This is the best advice I can give your for knowing when silence could be a weapon.  

Be sure to break the silence in the following situations:

WHEN SOMEONE ELSE 
HAS SHUT THEM DOWN

WHEN THEY ASK FOR  
COMMUNICATION

WHEN THEY HAVE  
“THAT LOOK”

WHEN THEY MAKE  
MISTAKES AND STOP

A child who messes up but keeps trying is 
already an independent problem-solver but 
a child who stops may need a little support.  
Do not stay silent, but don’t yell at him, give 
him feedback he can use to overcome the 
mistake.  Encourage him to try again too.

Give yourself credit for being intuitive and 
empathic.  As a coach, you can read and 
understand children to a modest enough 
degree to know when a child has hit his wall.  
They stop playing the game and looks like 
work. They don’t smile much.  They seem to 
“trudge” through training, and they have a 
certain look.  That is the moment they need 
you most.  It may not be sport-related, but 
that child is looking to the shoreline for a 
beacon.  Turn on the lighthouse and talk to 
him.  Elevate him above whatever it is that 
has him under siege.  You don’t need to be a 
psychologist to help.  You just need to show 
him you believe in him and everything is 
going to be okay.  Many times in my career 
it was those moments when coach would 
say “Reed, you got this.  I am proud of the 
hard work you put into all you do.  You got 
this, keep doing what you do”, that kept me 
off the rocks.

This sounds silly, but I have seen it too 
many times.  A child will ask for something 
and coach is too busy, dismissive, or gives 
vague answers.  If a child has the courage 
to ask you something, you need to have 
the courage and respect to look her in the 
eye and answer with honest, actionable 
information.

You have seen this many times.  A child 
makes a mistake and a player or parent, 
or even someone from the opposing 
team shuts them down with a quick word. 
Typically, it’s a word of discouragement that 
shuts the player down.  His fear that making 
mistakes will prompt repercussions has now 
been validated.  If you do not step in with a 
word of encouragement, he will most likely 
abandon that risk behavior for much safer 
waters.  Your silence is a tacit consent to 
whatever was said.  He will look to you for 
support.  Speak to him and encourage him 
to try again.  You do not have to negate what 
was said by the other, especially if it was 
a well-meaning, but over-zealous parent.  
Simply let him know it’s okay to make 
mistakes, growth happens in the struggle, 
and move on.
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It was dead silence followed by terror inducing panic.  It was mere moments, but an eternity of fear.  
One moment my 4 year old son was standing next to us, whining about not wanting to leave the pool, 
the next was silence. That silence engulfed us in sheer panic.
 
My wife had taken his swimmy suit off him and handed it to me.  She turned her attention to our younger 
son to get his swimmy. I, with my son standing directly in front of me, leaned over to put the swimmy 
suit in the bag. He took his moment of freedom.
 
In single moment of distraction, he silently disappeared.  The pool in our Florida neighborhood was a 
“use at your own risk”.  There were no lifeguards on duty, ever.  The kiddie pool was a mere twenty-
steps from the main pool.  My son must have covered those steps with the speed and grace of an 
antelope.  One minute he was with me, the next he was gone! When I say gone, I mean no trace.  No 
splash, no sound.  Simply gone!
 
My wife screams.  Panic waves roll over us as we realize there is only one place he could have 
“disappeared” so quickly.  We race to the adult pool in time to see this little hand held above the water. 
He was slowly sinking, hand stretch above the surface, eyes fixed on me with a stoic look.  Like he was 
saying "Are you going to grab me hand now, or what?"
 
I jumped in, scoop him up and climbed out, all in what felt like a single motion.  It was the fastest I had 
moved in ages.  I was filled with adrenaline. 
 
In that situation your first reaction is to “freak out” about it.  Scream at him for running off or cry out 
how he “could have died”. The panic wants to take over and the residual adrenaline wants to release 
through a chaotic reaction to the moment.
 
That is not what happened in that moment.  My wife looked at me, her calm body language belying an 
eddy of wild emotion beneath the surface.  We nodded slowly. We both knew what to do next to diffuse 
this awful moment.  I am not sure how we knew, but we did.
 
My wife and I did not say a word.  We stood with him, quietly, by the side of the pool and hugged all 
three kids.  I am not sure if it was the fear that froze us, some kind of strange instinct (we both work with 
children for a living so we know them well), or both of us recalling what my mentor in graduate school 
once told me, but we did not say a word.  We used the silence as a tool. We knew that was our best tool.
 
It allowed us to recover our faculties.  To process, silently, without advertising it to the children, what had 
just happened.  It gave us permission to cry quietly without scaring the living daylights out of my son. It 
let us find a way to make this a "teaching moment".
 
It also allowed all three of our children to process that moment.  My son, the escape artist, did not cry.  
In fact, none of them did.  They stood there looking bewildered for a moment, taking in that very quick, 
yet very powerful moment.

THE HEALING POWER  
OF SILENCE
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 The silence was teaching a lesson to us all.  Cooler heads prevail.  My wife and I being calm enough 
to figure out where he had gone and get to him in time.  My son being calm enough not to panic and 
breathe in a lung full of water.  My other children not panicking and crying to make matters worse.  The 
silence was being used as a tool.  The gravity of the situation was settling in without any panic inducing 
words.  The silence was telling us, “this was bad.  This was close. But you survived. Let that be a lesson 
and not a trauma.” In this moment, the silence was healing the trauma and teaching the embedded 
lesson of it.

The minutes after are too much of a blur now, because adrenaline returned, but in that moment of 
silence the lesson was fully formed and surgically conveyed.  For us adults it was clear.  Even if we can 
see them, they can slip away quickly.  We will not be taking the swimmy suit off without ensuring our 
children are well protected and away from the danger. We will be ever vigilant and teach them to be 
adept swimmers with calm heads.
 
For the children the lesson was just as clear.  Do not go in the big pool without an adult and for 
goodness’ sake, when mom and dad say it is time to leave, no more swimming.  There is danger in this 
wild world and the children knew then, they needed to take care of themselves and not rely on only us 
adults.  When faced with danger, don't panic.
 
They have never put up a fight about leaving the pool since.  When we say it is time to go, they simply 
accept it.
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What was so powerful about that moment of silence? 
 
My mentor in graduate school once relayed a story to me that I had subsequently passed on to my wife.  
It is one of my favorite stories of child behavioral development.
 
She said her nephew was running and fell into the pool. She jumped in and scooped him up before 
he breathed in water.  Instead of screaming at him that he should never do that or crying that he could 
have died, she took a different approach.  Later, she told our class that children feed off our words and 
behaviors, or more specifically, they take their cues from us.  As they are still trying to decipher the 
world, they look to adults to help them learn how to interact with and react to all that happens around 
them.
 
She said her reaction to her nephew’s accident would shape his future behavior, and she knew this, 
so instead of creating a life long fear of water or developing a traumatic panic response in the face of 
adversity, she chose to try something different.
 
When she scooped him out of the water, she looked him in the eye and cheered.  She said “Wow! You 
went into the big boy pool for the first time!  You made it! But, could you swim by yourself?”
 
He gravely nodded "no".
 
She said she proceeded to explain to him that he couldn’t do it by himself yet, so he would need the 
help of adults.  She also explained to him that running by the pool can be very dangerous so he should 
not do that anymore.
 
Of course, my mentor spoke to her nephew.  We also spoke to our children after our moment of silence. 
For our son that moment of silence carried a valuable opportunity to teach a lesson. We knew silence 
was a tool and we allowed it to instruct for a moment. 
 
In a situation like that, a child knows he is in danger.  The stress hormones are washing over the brain 
and body and the heart is racing.  The child knows something is very wrong and our reactions can 
shape his future reactions.  For my son, and for my mentor’s nephew, if we had screamed and yelled 
or shown panic, they would have read those emotions and had adverse reactions to the situation.  A 
subsequent life long fear of water could have been developed.  Or they could have been so stricken by 
the stress reaction, they would have frozen the next time something like that happened. Both outcomes 
are not desirable outcomes in proper child development.
 
As we stood there in silence, he was learning to remain calm.  He was realizing, even at 4 years old, 
how dangerous that moment had been, but that water was not the monster.  His decision to go into the 

Silence as a  
Teaching Tool
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water without an adult and without his swimmy suit was what put him in danger.  We reinforced it when 
we finally spoke, but the silence taught him what not to do and how to handle situations if things go 
sideways.  He could have a fear of the water if I had spoken too quickly.
 
As I stated earlier, silence cannot instruct alone as verbal or visual communication channels can, 
therefore, we followed the silence with a primary communication channel: verbal instruction.  That 
silence was a valuable tool, though.
 
My son has a love of the water, but a healthy understanding - from first-hand experience - how dangerous 
water can be.  Hopefully, the silence also taught him to be resilient in dangerous situations.  To take a 
cue from how mom and dad reacted and remain calm, problem-solve, let a clear head prevail.  His hand 
was still above the water, his eyes looking up at mine, when I reached him.  We reacted so quickly and 
calmly, he had not even figured out he was in trouble yet.  It wasn’t until we pulled him out and held him 
that he figured out something had been wrong.  In that silence he was able to process it on his own 
without us providing extra feedback he didn’t need at the moment.
 
This is important for coaches to understand.  They know, in the silence after a "fall" that something was 
wrong.  They know their mistakes and failures, and they need those as part of the process of learning.  
It is important to not belabor what their mind is already doing and add another voice pointing out the 
"fall".  Let them have the moment with their own inner voice.
 
Of course, after the silence, we did give calm, productive feedback.  This is also a key in communication.  
As it was with my daughter, silence needs to be balanced with verbal or visual communication too.  
Unlike the others, though, silence cannot stand on its own as a primary form of communication.  It 
always needs to be coupled with a primary form to be used properly.
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Do not be afraid to use silence as a tool in your high-performance feedback loop.  It is a very effective 
teacher for high-performers.  They are self-motivated, analytical, and critical of their own performance.  
If you are engaging and empowering them as problem-solvers, the silence allows them to learn to solve 
things on their own without outside assistance. This helps develop intrinsic motivation, internalization of 
locus of control, and self-reliance.
 
In a classroom that employs scaffolding, the students are allowed to learn at their particular level of 
competence with little outside influence.  All students are being challenged at their required level but 
assisted by peers and teachers who may be able to help them learn.  The goal is for students to be 
self-reliant to the point of overload, and then to seek outside help.  When done properly, what you have 
are students who will work effectively on their own but know when to seek help. The help given is just 
enough so they can still work through it independently.  Like a “boost” or a “spot” in lifting.  They still do 
most of the work but needed a little push.
 
In sports, this kind of component in the high-performance feedback loop goes a long way in developing 
elite level players because they are self-confident, self-reliant, competent, resilient and resourceful.  
They learn to develop their own solutions and to try again until they solve it.  They don’t look to the 
sideline every time they do something, they look at the facts before them on the field.  This also means 
they are more grounded and self-aware because they read the game to decide if what they did worked 
or not.  Players like this are not deluded or have unrealistic expectations because they are able to 
see clearly what is happening around them. These are the best players to have in a process-focused, 
development environment.
 
This is built by “shutting up” sometimes and letting them try to solve it.  In the classroom, you could 
see a child struggling to solve a puzzle.  The teacher will come near and stand to let the child know 
“support is nearby” but to continue on his own.  If he solves it on his own he is praised for the process 
and resilience and encouraged to try more difficult puzzles.  If he finally reaches that moment where he 
is out of his zone of proximal development, meaning he cannot solve it without some help from a peer 
or teacher, the smart teacher will step in but only with enough “hints” to move him along in the process.
 
The teacher won’t reach down and solve the puzzle.  Instead he might say “have you tried a different 
piece”, or “what colors match up with that part of the puzzle”.  These are questions that require the 
child to process and analyze the given factors before him.  They get him thinking and solving so when 
he does finish the puzzle he knows he got a little help, but ultimately he solved the puzzle.  It was the 
initial silence that taught him to look inward for the answer. That silence was a valuable teaching tool.
 
In soccer, I have seen children mess up in a technical session and young coaches move to help, only 

USING SILENCE 
IN HIGH-PERFORMANCE 

COMMUNICATION
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to be stopped by a veteran coach who says “Wait for it.  Give him a moment to solve it on his own”.
 If the player solves it, you must follow with verbal or visual “atta boys” to reinforce the effort that lead to the 
success and to encourage him to try that move again soon.  If you fail to use any other communication, 
the child does not know he did it “right” and may stop doing it.  BUT, if you had not remained silent in 
the moment of failure, the child would have learned to always look to you for the answer.  The silence 
directs the motivation to try and the motivation to seek answers inwardly.  Inward looking athletes are 
a very special kind of athlete.  They grow exponentially because they direct the learning, the pace, 

the growth, and much more.  They hold their destiny and they have all the confidence in the world to 
achieve it.  In those instances we become guides in the process but not the "score keepers" or all-
knowing wizard of answers.  We are there only as a light post or road sign on their journey.
 
Learn to use silence as a tool in coaching and you will continue to develop the high-performance 
communication loop that develops the kind of athletes who succeed in so much more than the game.  
What follows are hints and tips for when and how to employ silence in your coaching.
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I once gave a TEDx talk.  It was an exhilarating and stressful experience all in one.  One does not 
understand the level of nerves you will have when you walk into a room filled with 1500 people, bright 
lights and video cameras trained on you until, well, you walk into the room.
 
Many people had prepared me for what it would feel like.  I had given speeches prior to this.  I had even 
given a commencement speech at Mount St. Joseph College to a gym filled with upwards of 10,000 
people, but it still did not compare to the gravity of what comes with a TEDx talk.
 
I knew this could be a career changer for me.  An opportunity to share my message with a larger world 
and potentially use it as the platform for making a lasting change in youth sports.  The stakes were high 
and as such, so was my anxiety.  I coached for living.  I had survived teaching kindergarten.  I have 
three ornery children. If I could survive those things, I could certainly give a speech like this, right?
 
The greatest piece of advice I ever got was from my speaker coach, Mimi Brown. She told me not to 
“step on my laugh lines” and let the crowd have the moments of emotion.  She wanted me to allow the 
laughs to happen when I said something funny, even when unexpected, because it gives the audience 
permission to feel the emotion.  When I said something that tapped a deep, emotional connection, to 
let them feel it for a moment.
 
If I step on it by speaking more, it will tell them they are not to laugh or feel emotion, they are only to 
listen.  I am there for them.  They are not listening to me, they are listening to a talk to take something 
valuable away to their lives.  In that vein, they need to be part of the talk.  Not stepping on my laughs or 
emotional moments, lets them be in the moment with me.
While practicing my talk, I also noticed some very powerful moments where I could feel my own emotions 
welling up and so I decided not to step on those moments either.  As Carmine Gallo says “stay in that 
space”. Let them see you vulnerable and human. Let the emotion happen for it is important to the 
message.
 
The night of the performance arrived and I had no clue how nervous I would be.  This was unlike any 
other talk I had given because it was precisely timed and followed a day of phenomenal presentations.  
I chose to use no props - except my son at the entrance of the talk - and had no visuals.  I wanted to 
use my words alone to show how powerful words can be.
 
I stepped on stage, got into the groove, and as the speech built to a crescendo, I could feel the emotion 
building in me and I was reaching the anxiety peak in my performance.  I had the crowd engaged, I was 
in flow, but my nerves were also reacting to the moment.  As I went to deliver a line I wanted the crowd 
to remember, I employed the tool I had learned from Mimi and Carmine. 
 
I paused.  I stood in silence for only a moment, but it felt like eternity.  I told them if they only learned 

HOW TO USE 
THE TOOL OF SILENCE
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one thing from me tonight, this was the one thing and then I paused.  I leaned toward them, and lowered 
my voice.
 
It was a beautiful moment of “syncing brains” between the speaker and the audience.  As I leaned, they 
leaned.  As I paused, their faces turned to this intense concentration.  Some were on the edge of their 
seats. They were waiting anxiously for the next line!

IT’S NOT THE SKILLS YOU TEACH. 
IT’S THE WORDS YOU USE THAT ARE 
YOUR LEGACY. YOUR EVERLASTING 

GIFT TO THE FUTURE OF 
YOUR YOUTH ATHLETES.

“ “

That line is the most quoted line of my talk.  People quote it on Twitter and Facebook.  Parents, 
coaches, players approach me (not often, I am not that important, but the ones who have seen the talk 
do) and say that line to me. 
 
That pause may have been the most powerful communication tool I used in those 8 minutes of my talk.  
That silence punched the quote I wanted them to remember.  That silence allowed them to sync with 
me emotionally and become a part of my conversation.  That silence won the night for me.  That is the 
power of silence as a communication tool.  You need to use it when you are creating a high-performance 
communication loop so your athletes are engaged, empowered, and elevated to their very best. 
 
Here is some practical advice for when, how and why to use silence as your form of communication.  
Keep in mind, though, that the use of silence should be followed by another form of communication as 
a reinforcer.

You don’t have to adhere to the “Silent Sunday Rule” and remain completely silent during games, 
but this is one of the best situations to allow players the space to explore and learn on their own.  Be 
watchful of what you say and when you say it.  Sometimes sitting down and shutting up can be the 
best tool for teaching them.  The game is a great teacher in and of itself, if you have developed a high-
performance communication loop, and therefore, let the game teach.  When a child messes up in a 
game but is attempting to correct it, let him do so.  If players are communicating with each other and 
trying to play the way you have taught them, don’t joystick coach.  Let them play in silence.  Your silence 
not only allows them to try things without constant instructions, it also shows them you trust and believe 
in them. The coach of the England National Rugby team says game day is his favorite day because it 
is his “day off”.  He claims he works hard all week preparing the men to do their jobs on game day, so 
when it arrives he takes a seat and lets them do the work.  Try seeing game day as their day and give 
it back to them with a little silence once in a while.

IN GAMES

Continued on page 18
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In training or in games, if a child is trying something new but has yet to display frustration signs, let her 
play without input.  They need the autonomy to learn and grow.  We learn through trial and error.  A child 
with a look of determination or who is still enagaged and having fun does not need your assistance yet.  
When you see signs of frustration such as physical display of anger, a bewildered or angry look, obvious 
quit behaviors, or excessive fouling when they mess up you can begin to intervene with feedback.  
Another sign of frustration is negative self-talk.  As soon as you hear limiting beliefs like “I can’t” or you 
hear inward anger like “What’s wrong with me” then you may intervene as well.  When I hear “can’t” 
I typically follow it up with the cheesy line “Success comes in cans, not can’ts” and then I follow with 
questioning feedback to see if they can overcome the obstacle with a bit of scaffolded teaching.

IF THEY HAVEN’T SHOWN FRUSTRATION OR  
LOOK TO BE SOLVING IT ON THEIR OWN

If you witness teammates helping each other using a high-performance communication loop, do not 
intervene!  This is the greatest moment for many coaches.  When you have trained  your players so well 
they can teach each other, they are independent thinking problem-solvers.  You cannot ask for much 
more out of them, and of course, as they say “when you teach something you learn it a second time”.

IF ANOTHER PLAYER IS “HELPING”  

To a point, anxiety aids performance increasing in lock step with each other, but at too high a point of 
anxiety, performance will drop off steeply.  When children become overrun by the anxiety they will let 
you know.  Physically they look “tight”, afraid, have that fearful look in their eyes, or even begin to show 
tears.  They will make comments about being overwhelmed, scared, or jittery.  This usually happens 
when “something is on the line”.  When they have something to lose, like a big game, or they are taking 
the penalty kick in front of everyone, then the anxiety/performance curve is peaking.  You may serve 
them best by giving them a few words of belief and encouragement without even mentioning the skills. 

WHEN THE ANXIETY/PERFORMANCE CURVE ARE  
NEARING ITS PEAK YOU SHOULD INTERVENE WITH WORDS

If a referee or fellow coach is providing positive, and correct, feedback and they are responding to 
it, allow it.  Many coaches think the teaching should only come from them.  When they see another 
teaching something to their players, the ego gets in the way and they have to jump in too.  Drop the 
ego and let them teach your player.  It helps you!  Referees, especially, make great teachers because it 
is a novel person, who never speaks to them, teaching them something from a novel perspective.  Let 
it happen.  You benefit from this teaching no matter who does it.  I once had a competing DOC tell his 
players to stop going to my shooting camps because he didn’t like me teaching his kids since I was no 
longer at his club.  My goal scorers were returning to our sessions informing me of all the goals and 

WHEN ANOTHER INFLUENCER IS  
PROVIDING CUES (REF, FELLOW COACH).  
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assists they were creating and he didn’t want that?  I was helping his kids. Shame on him for making it 
about himself (classic coaches ERR).  Anyone is allowed to speak to my players as long as it is positive, 
correct, and helpful. 

Again, this one usually lets the ego get involved.  When your players do something great, shut up.  
You can congratulate them and praise the work or process to get there, but please don’t take credit.  
You had your day when you were their age, let them have theirs.  I had a team win State Cup one 
year.  It was a goal they had set way back at the beginning of my tenure with them and they worked 
hard for a year to achieve it.  They threw themselves into the process of getting better every day and 
becoming the very best they could be.  When they won the Cup, the overcame a first round loss during 
Championship weekend, they overcame two opponents who had previously beaten them, and they 
played their best soccer all year.  It was all you could ask for of them.  So when the awards were given 
out to them, I wanted so badly to brag about all the work I had put into them.  How I had created this 
Unrivaled Culture, painstakingly crafted progressive sessions that developed skills and tactics, taught 
them multiple formations and how to read the game so they could change positions and formations on 
the fly.  I wanted all my colleagues who thought my method of being “too soft” and “too positive” to see 
how well my team did when taught my way.  It took every fiber of my being not to let the ERR get in the 
way.  As we walked over to the stage area to accept the awards, one of the parents said to me “This was 
a long season and I sacrificed a lot for ‘Johnny’, but today it paid off.  This is his day”.  The parent had no 
idea the timing of that comment.  It reminded me to shut up and let them have their moment.  So I was 
gracious to our opponent, congratulatory of the boys and then I stood back and watched them soak in 
their moment.  That silence was the best tool for the day. By the way, if you have former players doing 
great things, feel free to congratulate them, but for goodness sake please stop taking credit.  It gets old 
seeing on social media how player ‘Mike’ is a former player of Coach ‘Joe’ and coach is glad all of his 
hard work with ‘Mike’ paid off for him.  Really?  You were the only coach they ever had in their career 
and they weren’t endowed with a gift to play this game that you were lucky enough not to screw up? 
I know a club in our region II that loves to take credit for every college, pro and National Team player 
that played at least one season with them.  Every time a player does well, they say “Congratulations to 
former ‘Club X’ player and then they go on to brag about how they created this player and others and 
usually list them.” It drove me nuts until one day a player was interviewed by the local paper and that 
player’s only mention of the club was the amount of pressure on him when he played there.  Also, the 
player’s current coach said he would have been better off if he had left that club earlier in his career.  
Ouch.  You would have been better off with a little silence there, ‘Club X’. Let them have their credit.

IN A MOMENT OF HIGH SUCCESS - 
THE SILENCE GIVES THEM ALL THE CREDIT

Use the moment of silence as a tool, but recall that it must be reinforced.  When I gave my TEDx talk 
I wanted the audience to remember the one thing they couldn’t learn in a coaching clinic, and then I 
paused.  That silence made the next line the loudest, most powerful line of the talk.  I had to follow with 
the line, though.  If a child is allowed the moment to work through a tough skill, and then accomplishes 
it, be sure to let her know she got it right.  That is vital to the high performance communication loop.  
Silence cannot stand alone as a form of communication.  It needs words or gestures before or after to 
accentuate it.

REMEMBER TO FOLLOW SILENCE  
WITH A PRIMARY COMMUNICATION FORM
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A referee makes a bad call.  You have a team rule not to yell at the ref.  Don’t yell at the ref. You have 
a chance to enforce your rule by saying nothing.  Your silence in that moment is enough to teach them 
respect, rules, and resiliency.

Core values are maybe the most important asset a team or club has.  Those values will give life to the 
culture, which will ultimately drive behaviors and performance.  Remember to always do what is best 
for teaching the values.  There is a good chance when all the playing has stopped it will be the values 
taught that will live on in their lives.  Silence can be one of the greatest ways to imply the importance 
of a value.  I was once in a game with a difficult opposing coach.  Everyone knew he was nasty to his 
own and the other team’s players.  He would spend the game whining at the ref until he got his way and 
he would bait the other coach into fights.  This game was going exactly as he always plans and in one 
incident, after chewing the ref on a phantom call he walked off the field and directly to me.  He stood 
over me and started in about how my players were dirty. His player tripped over the ball.  My nearest 
player was 3 steps away when the injury and “phantom foul” occurred.  I stood up and asked him to 
return to his bench.  The ref also called over and told the two of us to “cut it out” so I told the ref I had 
not done anything. “He came into my bench and started verbally attacking me” I stated.  This coach 
turns on me and yells, “show some class!”  At this point everyone on our field and everyone on the field 
behind us is watching this scene unfold.  I calmly sat down and didn’t say another word.  He went nuts.  I 
never said another word to him the rest of the game.  After the game the referee came over to commend 
me on not falling into the coach’s trap (he later got red carded because he could not get over my lack 
of response.  He spent the rest of the game until his card trying to goad me into a response).  One of 
my player’s said to the ref, “When Coach Reed sat down, he did just what the other coach asked for…
he showed some class.”   Value taught without a single word.

TO REINFORCE TEAM RULES

TO IMPLY VALUES

IF YOU USE SILENCE AS A TOOL...
SET THAT EXPECTATION WITH PARENTS, PLAYERS, FELLOW COACHES
Finally, if you are going to employ silence in your arsenal of communication tools, you need to set this 
expectation with everyone involved.  You need to let players know you will let them have their moments 
so they know you have not abandoned them.  You need to let parents know so they do not think you 
are not doing your job.  You need to let refs know that you welcome them to teach when you don’t or 
that you expect certain standards of play and will use silence to allow those standards to exist.  You 
also need to let colleagues know too.  They will think they need to pick up the slack where you aren’t 
coaching if they don’t know you are letting players have their moments.




