Build a Championship
Culture Today

I don’t want to sound too dramatic, but the fact is a lot of the ideas in
this e-book completely turned my program around - and maybe saved
my sanity too!
When I first started coaching 16 years ago, the wrestling program I inherited was not very good.
That’s probably the nicest way I can say it. My first year we had eight kids on our high school
team. We didn’t win a single match. We didn’t qualify a single kid for Sectionals. The kids we did
have weren’t very committed. There were always excuses why a kid couldn’t make it to practice.
Everyone was out for themselves. It was rough.
Let’s pause it there a second and fast forward about 14 years...
Since creating WinSmarter, a couple of years ago I’ve had a ton conversations with a lot of
coaches.
One question I love to ask is: “If you could improve anything about your kids or their
attitude what would it be?”
About 90% of the time, the response I get has something to do with mental toughness,
entitlement or lack of commitment.
And I totally get it.
Like I said, those types of issues were things we struggled with in our program for years!
Over time, our program improved bit-by-bit, but, man, was it frustrating at the end of each
season to think about how much better we could’ve been if my kids were a little more mentally
tough, a little more committed and a little less “all about me.”
It killed me that we couldn’t seem to get past these things.
I’ve been lucky (and proactive!) enough over the years to have had some great mentors and
leaders to learn from, and what eventually got through my thick head was that it all comes back
to the “why”.
As in: why do our kids choose to wrestle? What’s their “why”?
For some of our high level kids, the “why” is exactly what you think it might be: to win
championships, to make it to the next level, to be the best they can possibly be. This is
awesome, but the reality is, for the majority of kids who make up our high school teams, that’s
not their real driver.
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They might tell you what you want to hear, but a quick look at what psychologists tell us about
high school kids reveals that, for most of them, their real why is to be a part of something.
What I soon realized (through the advice of those much wiser than myself) is if we want
to get the most out of our kids, we need to do a better job of giving them something great
to be a part of!
In a word, it’s all about our culture. The bottom line is that if we can create a great culture that
kids love to be a part of, they’ll show up more often, work harder and care more deeply.
It’s that simple and I’ve seen it work time and time again in my program and many others.
I used to cringe a little when I thought about culture. Sure I could teach the singles and high
crotches with my eyes closed, but start trying to deal with an abstract concept like building
“culture” into my program and suddenly I was a lot less confident. To be honest, I saw “culture”
as a waste of time. Something that didn’t really matter in a hard-nosed and ruggedly individual
sport like wrestling.
Thankfully for me and my program, a lot’s changed over the years.
By intentionally building a culture where our kids deeply care about each other and compete for
something bigger than themselves, almost all of these issues have slowly melted away. Not only
has our program found success, but coaching has become much more satisfying too.
So how’d we make it happen?
Well, there are a lot of easy and significant things we can do to build this kind of positive culture
in our programs - much more than could be covered in a short e-book - so I figured I’d use this
opportunity to “let you behind the curtain” and tell you about some of the more creative,
out-of-the-ordinary things we do to create an amazing culture of commitment and selflessness
in our program.
Please feel free to steal, use or tweak whatever you want in these pages. If you have any
questions, please shoot me an email at pete@winsmarter.com.
I hope it helps!
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Ropes Course/Retreat

Right before our season starts, usually on a Saturday. We take the team on a team
building trip to a nearby ropes course.
We found this place by Google search about 30 minutes from our town. They have
professional facilitators who are trained to lead team building activities for sports teams,
schools, companies and other groups. It couldn’t have been simpler - we paid a set
amount per kid and they took care of the rest. These types of places are all over the
country and I’d be willing to bet you could find one within an hour of your school.
We spent the day putting these guys through activities, obstacles and puzzles that they
had to work together to solve. The freshmen were just an important to achieving their
“goals” as the seniors so it made for a great way for guys to kick off the season in a way
that was fun and developed great camaraderie.
My favorite part (and probably the funniest part) of the day was our lunch break. We
brought in pizza and two-liter bottles of drinks for the guys. Our facilitators sat the entire
team down at a long picnic table. The placed the pizzas, drinks, plates, cups and
napkins in piles in the middle of the table and then, right when the kids thought they
were going to start eating, the facilitators walked around the table and velcro strapped
each kids wrist to the wrist of the kid next to him on his left and his right.
Once they were all tied together, the facilitators told them they could go ahead and start
eating. Watching them have to work together to pass out the plates, napkins and cups
and then help serve and feed each other was hilarious!
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I couldn’t imagine a better way to kick off our season each year!
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Buddy Week

This is one of the best thing we do to build unity on our team and prevent cliques from
forming. Usually we’ll do this the second full week of practice - we leave the first week
for them to get used to our regular schedule and routine.
Before practice that day, our coaches make the “pairings.” Each kid on the team gets
paired up another teammate - his “buddy” for the week. We try to match up kids of
different grade levels or kids who probably wouldn’t hang out with each other outside of
wrestling. Our school has three different lunch periods each day, so we also find out
what period each of our kids have lunch and try to match them up with kids who have
the same lunch period.
Our veteran kids know how it works at this point, but when they come into practice on
Monday, we introduce the concept we explain to them that they have to spend as much
time as possible with their buddy outside of practice over the next week and get to know
them as well as possible.
We don’t take into account weight class or skill level, so buddies can’t necessarily be
workout partners in practice each day, which is why we stress the importance of them
hanging out outside of practice, for example, during their lunch periods.
When we announce the buddy pairings at a team meeting prior to Monday’s practice,
we have the kids sitting around the circle on our mat and as we announce each pair we
have them meet in the middle of the circle and “hug it out” while the rest of the team
claps it up. We then give them 10 minutes to learn as much about their buddy as
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possible before practice, and we end the meeting by each wrestler having to share a
couple of “fun facts” about their buddy.
To keep them engaged throughout the week we’ll throw warm-up or conditioning
activities into practice each day where they have to work with their buddy and we make
it a bit competitive with rewards or penalties for the best or worst pairs.
Throughout the week in practices we’ll also randomly ask kids questions about their
buddy. Correct answers result in less conditioning for team that day. Incorrect answers
result in more. We’ll usually end the week with some kind of “Buddy Quiz” for kids to
show how much they know about their buddy.
In years where we’ve had particularly large teams, we’ll sometimes have a “Buddy
Week Part 2” a couple of weeks later where we’ll re-shuffle the pairings. The kids love
this, look forward to it and it does a ton to bring them closer together.
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Poker Chips

So we made up some custom poker chips for our program, utilizing our logo, or core
values and our mantra. The first couple of year we did this, we just use plain old generic
poker chips, though, so don’t think you need to be too fancy!
Here’s how it works:
Over the course of the first week or two of practice, utilizing our pre-practice talks, we
teach our team the core values of our program.
When I say “teach” them, what I really mean is that we explain to them what the values
are, why they’re important and then give them specific things they can do to model
those core values. This part is really important because it helps our kids make the
connection between these abstract terms and what they actually look like in practice.
Chip Ceremony
After we’re confident they understand our values, what they mean and how we expect
them to demonstrate those values on an ongoing basis, they’re ready for what we call
our Chip Ceremony.
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We do this at the end of practice one day and we make a big deal about it. Since
they’ve already been through the first week or two of practice it’s almost like that was
their trial period and now they’ve finally earned their spot on the team since they’ve
demonstrated their work ethic and understanding of our culture and core values.
We call them up one at a time and ask them if they’re willing to be “all in” for the team
and our values. When they accept the challenge, we give them a single chip. We
literally make them look at the team and say “I’m all in for you guys.” The team claps,
cheers and screams for each kid as they receive their chip.
We tell them that chip is super exclusive and only a small group of deserving
student-athletes ever get to possess one. Now that they’ve earned it, we expect them to
carry it on them at all times as a reminder that their part of something bigger than
themselves and as a reminder of the core values of our program.
If they lose it, there will be consequences!
I know it sounds kind of cheesy, but over the past couple of years, this has become a
really big deal to the kids on our team and real point of pride for them - earning their
chip and being part of the program.
Daily Practice
Each day when our kids come to practice, they have to bring their chip with them. As
they walk into to the wrestling room they have to drop their chip in a bucket we keep by
the door. We make sure they realize that dropping that chip into the bucket each day,
means they’re “all in” for practice that day - they’re ready to give their best effort, work
hard, support their teammates and model our core values.
We return the chip to them at the end of practice each day.
Each day in practice or competition, kids who we feel do a particularly good job
modeling our core values can earn another chip. This is so much better than an
individual award because the kids know it’s not limited to just one of them - they all have
an opportunity each day to earn another chip.
Similarly, if you don’t live up to our standards on any given day, you can have your chip
taken away and you have to try to earn it back the next day.
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Our kids get REALLY into this. They have the opportunity to accrue many chips over the
course of the season (and we want them to! More on that below).
A really important point here is that earning or losing your chip has nothing to do with
competitive outcomes. It’s entirely based on each kid’s demonstration of our core
values, so an inexperienced freshmen has the opportunity to earn just as many chips as
our star senior.
Last Practice
We have another Chip Ceremony our final practice before entering the postseason.
Again, we’ll do this at the end of practice. On that day we tell our kids they must bring all
the chips they’ve earned to practice. We try to make sure that every kid has earned
somewhere between 20-40 chips over the course of the season so they have a good
supply of them.
We’ll have the kids circle up and one-by-one we’ll call them into the center to dump ALL
of their chips into our bucket.  We make a really big deal about this and how all the
chips they’ve accrued, how proud they should be for their collective efforts and how
proud we are of all of them. The team claps, cheers and screams for each kid as they
come up to dump their chips. There are a few reasons why this is really powerful and
really important:
1. They’re once again re-affirming that their ready to go “all-in” for the team in the
postseason. Once again, we make them look at the team and say “I’m all in for
you guys.”
2. We point out to them that all the chips they have are a visual representation of all
the hard work and effort they’ve put in over the course of the season. We use this
as a way to point out to them how well-prepared they are for the post-season.
3. When they’ve all added their chips, the bucket is usually overflowing with chips.
We use this to point out how strongl our team can be when we put all of our
collective efforts together toward a common cause.
4. We get all the chips back to use again next year!
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End of the Season
We’ve also tied our chips to our season awards. Because we focus so strongly on the
process rather than the outcome, we love to give awards to kids that exemplify that kind
of focus. The easiest way to do that is to tie the awards to the number of chips a kid
earns over the season.
A key point here is that we’re creating an opportunity for everyone to earn an award, not
just one kid. Don’t get me wrong, this isn’t an “everyone gets a participation trophy” kind
of thing. What I mean is we set a threshold - and it’s a high one - and we tell our kids
anyone who earns more than a certain number of chips qualifies for this award.
What we’ve done in the past is create a special hoody, not available for sale, that we
give to any kid who qualifies. What we’re also thinking of doing this year is creating a
large plaque for our wrestling room, to which we can add names each year of the kids
who win this PantherTough award.
Gift for Seniors
We strongly believe that our programs values help kids become successful on the mat
and in life, so giving our seniors a parting gift that thanks them for their service to the
program and reinforces our core values for them as they move on from our program
was a no-brainer.
We created challenge coins that look very similar to our poker chips. These are high
quality metal coins that make a great keepsake and our wrestlers can keep with them
forever to remember their time in the program and the core values they learned.
We couldn’t think of a better gift to send them off with!
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Bombard Them With Messaging
One of our culture goals is that anytime you’re involved in a team activity - practice,
competitions, in the locker room, on the bus, anything - to make it impossible for more
than five minutes to go by without our athletes seeing some kind of visual reminder
about our values, our culture and our philosophy.
To make that happen, we bombard them with messaging anywhere and everywhere we
can.
Posters in the wrestling room and locker room:
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Weekly awards based on team values:

Apparel, apparel and more apparel:
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Website:

Social Media:
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Recruiting Posters in the school hallways:

       16

Literally anywhere and everywhere we can, we use visuals and messaging to reinforce
our culture and our core values.
We use this strategy internally on things like posters in our wrestling room, gym, weight
room and locker room, weekly awards based on our values and even t-shirts. The more
athletes are exposed to this messaging the more they seem to buy-into it.
Similarly, we constantly look for ways to express our values and our culture externally
as well. Our website and social media presence and our recruiting posters are a great
example of that. We’ve found the more we get our message out into our community the
more kids we get into our program, the more recognition our athletes get and the higher
our retention rates.
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Big Bro/Little Bro

Once a week, either before or after our varsity practice, we have our high school
athletes attend a practice with either our middle school or youth team. We go one step
further though and we assign each of our wrestlers to be a “Big Brother” to a specific kid
on each of these teams for the duration of the season.
Their job, when we attend these practices, is to get to know their little brother, mentor
them and help coach them up to be better wrestlers. Because of the time constraints on
our athletes with their academic demands and other responsibilities, we give them
anywhere from 20-30 minutes to work with their “Little Brothers” each week.
The benefits for our team have been numerous and huge:
● Our wrestlers LOVE this opportunity to be role models and mentors. It very
clearly increases their morale, the positive energy of our team, and their own
enjoyment of the sport. They clearly bond with each other (not just their Little
Brothers!), by sharing this experience.
● This program increases the visibility and the recognition of our program in the
community. No one else does this so we get a ton of goodwill that’s reflected in
our fundraising efforts and fan support.
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● This positive vibe also helps grow the sport in our community.
● “Servant Leadership” is a concept we talk about constantly in our program and
this is a fun and sports-centric way for our athletes to serve and give back to both
the sport and the community.
● In their mentorship roles, our kids are put in the position of coaching and
teaching wrestling skills to their Little Brothers. As we all know, one of the
greatest ways to really learn a skill well is to teach it to others. On top of that, our
kids get a newfound respect for our coaching staff when they realize what a
challenge this can sometimes be!
● Because teaching and working with younger kids can be so challenging, our kids
get a great life lesson on the importance of patience, empathy and delayed
gratification - characteristics that will make them successful, not only in wrestling,
but in any endeavor.
● This program 100% absolutely helps with our recruitment and retention. Parents
who hear about this flock to put their kids in our program. The young kids look up
to and idolize their Big Brothers and this does a ton to help keep them engaged,
keep them in the program and keep them coming back year-after-year.
● As you might imagine, each year, all of these newly-minted Little Brothers (and
their parents and siblings) become instant fans of our program. They buy the
gear, show up for our matches and sometimes even stand in line to get our kids’
autographs after a home match. To put it simply, this program increases our fan
base and clearly puts more butts in the seats at our competitions.
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The Handshake Rule

We have a simple daily ritual in our program that our kids must follow without fail.
When practice ends, no one is allowed to leave the wrestling room until they’ve made
contact with every other athlete and coach on our team.
It might be a handshake, but for many it could be a chest bump, fist bump, high five,
hug or a pat on the back.
Imagine the power of this for building your team: every kid acknowledging every other
kid, every day - and it takes all of 2 minutes!
We encourage our kids to get creative with it, and they do. Many have created these
elaborate handshakes with others that are unique to those two kids. It’s pretty awesome
to watch.
Here’s another benefit: we tell our coaching staff to try to have some kind of contact with
every kid on the team everyday. This makes it virtually automatic. It makes it really easy
for us, as coaches, to pass out well-deserved compliments for the effort put in that day
or to quickly pull a kid aside if there’s anything we need to talk about.
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Team Messages Video

As we get towards the end of the season, usually about two to two and a half weeks
before the postseason, depending on the size of our team, we start pulling in one or two
kids each day before practices for a quick on-camera interview. We make sure we start
the process early enough so we have time to get every kid on the team privately.
We usually do one or two each day a couple of weeks before the end of our regular
season.
These are not ordinary interviews though!
We ask each kid:
● What does being on this team mean to you?
● How does much does the support of your teammates mean to you and why?
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● How hard are you willing to compete for your teammates to accomplish our team
goals?
● How does the level of effort you put in in practices and competitions demonstrate
your commitment to the team?
● What does it mean to you to put the team first?
We tell them to look directly into the camera as they give their answers and to speak as
if they’re addressing the team. We’ve found this works best when they don’t know the
questions ahead of time. Some kids will stumble through the answers or seem stumped
at first and that’s ok… just film it!
As we film, we’ll try to note which kids give great answers to which questions.
When we’re done filming, we’ll upload it to iMovie or something similar - if you use Hudl
to manage your competition/game films that works great for this too!
So, full disclosure, this next part takes about two hours but is 100%, unequivocally
worth it.
We edit the answers down to about 5 minutes of the best stuff (remember, we made
notes of who gave great answers to what questions while we were filming, so a lot of
this stuff will be easy to find).
Pro-tip 1: We try to get at least one quick clip from each kid on our team.
Pro-tip 2: If you’re not good at this sort of thing, you probably know someone who is: an
assistant coach, a kid on the team or their sibling, a parent, a member of your school’s
AV club. If you get creative you can probably find someone who likes doing this stuff!
The end product is a 5-7 minute video showing each of your kids addressing their
teammates about why they put the team first, what it means to them and describing the
effort they’re willing to give to support the team and their teammates.
We show this video the night before our postseason tournament.
As you can imagine, it is VERY powerful.
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As an added benefit, after the season we share this video with our school
administration, parents and alumni. It creates a tremendous amount of goodwill towards
are program. We will also use it as a centerpiece of our fundraising efforts for the next
year. Super effective with that too!
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“Coaches Appreciation” Dinner

As we get deeper into the season, things can really start to feel like a grind. To make
things even more complicated as we creep closer to the postseason, kids can start to
feel more stressed as well.
Our “Coaches Appreciation Dinner” is a perfect answer to this.
The name is in quotes because it’s a little bit of a tongue-in-cheek type of name.
We set up a Friday or Saturday night dinner for athletes and coaches at a local
restaurant with a private room. This would work just as well at your school or at
someone’s home.
A week before the dinner we divide the team into several groups. Groups of six to eight
seems to work best, but use your judgement.
Each group is told they have to come up with skits to be performed at “Coaches
Appreciation Night” poking fun at the coaching staff. We make sure to point out what’s
appropriate and what’s inappropriate for these skits to make sure everything stays
positive.
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We make sure we divide up the groups in such a way that there’s a team leader in each
group to further help keep things in line.
Not only is this great to do later in the season to break up the grind and alleviate some
stress, but at that point in the season there are usually a lot of inside team jokes and the
kids have definitely picked up on each coach’s weird little habits, which makes the
whole night that much more entertaining and effective.
On the night of the event, we have our team dinner and then the groups perform their
skits.
I’ve gotta say, they’re usually really funny and spot-on. As a coach, this is one of my
favorite nights of the year. The coaches love it. The kids love it. It really creates a
deeper bond with the team, raises morale and gets everyone feeling good going down
the home stretch!
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Senior Wisdom

Another great tradition in our program is to tap into the wisdom and experience of our
graduating seniors as they’re reaching the end of their high school careers.
This is a really powerful strategy that can have a huge impact on your seniors, you and
your coaches and your whole team all at the same time.
What we do is we ask our seniors to take a day and reflect on what the most important
things they got out of being in our program and then write it down in a few paragraphs.
We sincerely ask them to take it seriously, put some deep thought in and write
something meaningful to them.
We stress to them how this is their opportunity to leave a legacy and impact the team
now and in years to come - that always fires them up to give their best efforts and
results are usually super-impressive.
We’ve found the two best times to do this are either right before you postseason or right
after your season ends. The timing is everything here. You want to pick the right time,
but then you also want to strike while the iron is hot and capture their thoughts when
they’re really in the moment. Don’t put this off a week or two after your season finally
ends - it won’t be nearly as effective.
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This is so impactful for a few reasons:
First, it forces your seniors to reflect on what they really got out of your program that will
benefit them for life. Being able to recognize this now and not several years from now
will help them start applying those lessons in their lives right away. For most of our kids,
in their first year away from high school, this is incredibly valuable.
Second, it let’s the students become the teachers. We all know that by the end of the
season, some of the lessons we talk about with our kids can go in one ear and out the
other. In fairness, it’s hard to keep delivering the same message to help it sink in and
keep the kids focused on what you’re saying.
Well now they’re not only going to hear about how valuable those lessons are from you,
but from other voices as well, and those voices will be peers that they respect and look
up to.
Finally, as a coach it’s so rewarding (and motivating - I’m not gonna lie!) to hear your
seniors talk about what they got from your program and what they’ll take with them. It’s
definitely one of those “this is what makes it all worth it” kind of moments.
We definitely share these with our administration, parents and alumni as well.
I save these every year and go back through them from time-to-time. Sometimes it’s just
to motivate myself and sometimes it’s to find the perfect words to deliver to our current
team from a recently-graduated senior. Either way, it always seems to have a huge
impact and really serve its purpose effectively!
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Value-Based Awards

If you’re going to give out end-of-season awards to your team and those awards don’t
reflect your philosophy and core values, then what are you really telling your kids about
what you actually think is important?
A few years ago, we completely changed up our post-season awards.
We used to just give out an MVP and other statistically-based awards until we realized
this was really sending mixed messages. We spent our whole season completely
focusing our guys on the process of getting better. We never really talked about winning
and losing, but instead constantly referred back to our core values and how really
committing to those values would ultimately lead to success.
It just felt weird for us to continue to give awards based on outcome, when we tried to
make everything else in our program all about process.
That’s when it really hit us: you get what you reinforce.
If the core values and the process were what was really important to us (and they also
happened to be the controllable practices that ultimately drive success!), then that’s
what we should be reinforcing with our awards.
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We created a new award structure, where we now have an individual award associated
with each of our program’s core values. Each award goes to the athlete that has best
exemplified that quality throughout the season.
What’s even greater about this is because the awards are value-based, rather than
performance based, you could potentially have one or two of your younger kids, who
maybe aren’t your strongest athletes earn one of these awards if they really commit to
doing the things that will make them better in the future. In short, these are awards that
everyone on your team can strive for, not just your stars and that makes the entire
awards framework that much more motivating and engaging to every kid on your team.
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Putting it all together
I hope this quick guide gave you some practical, actionable and unique ideas you can
use to build the culture of your program. These ideas are just the tip of the iceberg!
There are so many more ideas, strategies and tactics you can implement in your
program. I selected these few to give you some good ideas and get you thinking.
Regardless of your situation, there should be something in here for you.
No matter what sport or what level you coach, I can promise you that taking the time to
build a culture of deep caring, where your kids really internalize being part of something
bigger than themselves, will absolutely payoff for you in a big way.
This kind of positive culture will help you build your roster, keep your kids motivated and
engaged, increase commitment, build mental toughness and create a program where
selflessness is the norm.
Not only that, but creating a positive culture will turn your parents, administrators and
alumni into raving fans of your program. It will be easier to get their support, to raise
money and to win them over to your side.
Did I mention it will also help you make a more positive impact on your athletes, win
more and enjoy your job on such a deeper level?!
My suggestion to you is to pick one strategy and only one strategy, for starters, and go
all in on implementing it in your program. One of the biggest reasons I see coaches
have trouble with this stuff is because they try to do too much at once.
The most effective way you can use this is pick one strategy and stay focused on it until
it’s up and running and part of your culture. Only then would I suggest moving on to
something else.
So, what are you waiting for?!
Get started today!
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I’m happy to help you - can you help me?
I know there’s a ton in here, and I want to make sure you’re successful with it, so here’s an open
invite to email me with any questions!
Shoot me an email right here: pete@winsmarter.com or, even quicker, tweet at me
@PJacobsonEmont. I read every one!
Guys, I hope this was super valuable for you! I put a ton of time into it because my goal with
WinSmarter is to help as many coaches, as much as possible, grow their programs, win more
and go home happy!
I want to provide you with more, better, FREE material here and on WinSmarter.com than what
you have to pay for elsewhere. It’s all about impact.
And quite frankly, the more coaches that read this free guide, the greater the impact it has.
So my quick favor to you:
If you got some value out of this guide, could you please share this link with other
coaches you know, so they can download their own copy?
http://www.winsmarter.com/building-a-culture-of-excellence
Sharing it by email or social media is especially helpful!
To make your life easier, here are some quick links to make that easy for you!
●

Email other coaches

●

Post on Facebook

●

Post on Twitter

Thanks again and kick some butt!
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