
THE BUILDING BLOCKS 

OF QUALITY YOUTH SPORTS

Whether                        from the research or from personal experience, 
we all know the positive impact youth sports can have on 
young people. The benefits of participation like 
academic performance, social skills, and physical 
fitness are proven time and time again. What's often 
overlooked, however, is the fact that these benefits are 
too often withheld from children who have the most to
gain from participation. The kids living in under-resourced 
communities, experiencing both collective and individual traumas associated with
racial and economic injustice at a much higher rate than their peers in more affluent
areas, are the kids with the least access to quality sports and coaches. We started
Coaching Corps not only because we believe in the immense value of getting kids into
the game, but because we know that getting kids on the field simply isn't enough. It's
up to the coaches to turn the game into the life-changing experience it should be by
creating a healing environment that welcomes all players and nurtures their ability to
learn and grow. The Building Blocks of Youth Development was built specifically for
you - coaches.  With guidance from research including Science of Learning and
Development, Social Emotional Learning, Trauma, and Empathy, Coaching Corps
created this framework to help guide you through the unique work of creating a
positive sports experience for young people. By creating an environment where
players feel safe, powerful, trusted, and engaged, you'll create an impact that stretches
far beyond the sidelines. 

Follow us on social and visit coachingcorps.org for more resources
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SKILL BUILDING

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

SAFETY

"I am protected"

"I am seen"

"I have options"
"I am capable"

"I am healthy"



Feeling safe and secure are essential components of social, emotional, and cognitive
brain development. Creating a consistent, stable, safe, and supportive environment
where learning can take place for all kids is an important responsibility of a coach.

SAFETY

KIDS FEEL: "I AM PROTECTED" 

Goal: Utilize provided space and manage players effectively to reduce harm and build
upon strengths.

Minimize safety issues with playing space (e.g., clearing broken glass, marking potholes
and creating clear boundaries)

PHYSICAL SAFETY

TACTICS:
Ensure sign-in/sign-out procedures are established

Use equipment that is age appropriate and in good condition

Organize drills that are mastery focused and emphasize proper technique

Immediately intervene if there is a physical confrontation between players

Goal: Maximize learning and growth by creating a predictable environment where
young people feel comfortable and understood.

EMOTIONAL SAFETY

TACTICS:

Use a calm and consistent tone of voice

Establish a routine so kids know what to expect

Validate players' feelings by mirroring their words and thanking them for sharing

Establish clear and collaborative behavior codes so players know "This is how we do
things here"



Developing positive and caring relationships with players and helping them develop
connections with each other helps young people build a social network that supports
their growth. Strong, trusting relationships are a key to learning and positive
development; they provide a protective layer from stress, helping young people
develop resiliency.

TEAM BUILDING

Goal: Develop caring, consistent and authentic connections to help young people
develop resiliency and live healthy, highly-functioning lives.

Goal: Promote positive and empathetic relationships where peers build strong, caring
connections.

Create positive traditions (e.g., team cheer, pre-game rituals) that promote team
community and connection 

Run activities so young people get to know and respect each others' differences and
perspectives

Create opportunities for connection by running activities both inside and outside of the
sport

Conduct an opening circle at the beginning of practice to check in with players

Create empathetic connections by listening to understand your players' experiences

KIDS FEEL: "I AM SEEN" 

Be available for informal time before and after practice

CARING ADULTS

SUPPORTIVE PEERS

TACTICS:

TACTICS:

1)  Lou Bergholz, Erin Stafford & Wendy D'Andrea (2016) Creating Trauma-informed Sports Programming for Traumatized Youth: Core
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Creating opportunities for young people to participate in their team develops their
critical thinking and problem-solving skills and gives them control of their own
experience. When coaches facilitate engagement with their players, they are
collaborating with a new generation of young leaders. Encouraging youth to voice their
opinions allows them to believe they are heard and they matter.

YOUTH ENGAGEMENT

Goal: Invite players to share feelings and thoughts about their team.

Help players identify their emotions

Let the team pick between two different activities during a practice
Ask the team what skill they want to work on at an upcoming practice

Build opt-in/opt-out opportunities in practice so players can manage their own response
to stressful situations

Invite players' input on how to improve their experience on the team

Goal: Collaborate with players so they have control of their own experiences.

KIDS FEEL: "I HAVE OPTIONS" 

Ask open-ended questions so players can expand on their thoughts

VOICE

TACTICS:

CHOICE

TACTICS:

Use players to demonstrate a skill or activity
Select a captain of the day and have them lead warm-up

Have players help with team equipment

Goal: Provide all players the opportunity to take on specific roles throughout the
season to build skills, confidence and competencies.

LEADERSHIP

TACTICS:



Sports require athletes to learn a variety of physical skills.  Fundamental skills should
be taught with an emphasis on individual progress over the course of the season. Each
player should be challenged to stretch and to reach attainable goals. Mastering a skill
can increase confidence and can be a sense of pride and accomplishment. Young
people can learn skills such as goal setting, teamwork and persistence. However, the
sport itself will not teach these skills; it is the coach that helps bring these skills to life.

SKILL BUILDING

Goal: Run a dynamic practice that develops fundamental skills and builds confidence.

Break skills down into steps and repeat so players increase mastery

Intentionally teach players how to apply skills to other aspects of life
Model persistence, optimism, self-regulation and empathy

Help players re-frame their perspectives to identify their unseen strengths

Focus on one skill at a time so kids can develop their competency which can boost their
confidence 

Goal: Use teachable moments to build social and emotional skills.

KIDS FEEL: "I AM CAPABLE" 

Include activities in every practice that develop foundational sports skills

SPORTS SKILLS

TACTICS:

LIFE SKILLS

TACTICS:

Recognize progress, not performance

Ask reflection questions so players can look back on their experience and identify
response options



All kids deserve access to a fair and just opportunity to be physically active. Young
people's physical development is an essential component of their overall healthy
development. Research suggests exercise lifts children's spirits, improves bad moods
and lowers their anxiety and risk of depression. As an added bonus, exercise is great
for their overall health. 

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

Goal: Run practice on a consistent weekly schedule and ensure youth are moving for
a minimum of 75% of each practice. 

Progressively increase the level of physical intensity over the course of practice

Run practice so players are a little out of breath

Use individual skill-building opportunities while waiting for practice to begin

Goal: Run activities which support players' physical development.

KIDS FEEL: "I AM HEALTHY" 

Utilize equipment and divide into smaller groups so players are not standing in line 

CONSISTENT

TACTICS:

CHALLENGING

TACTICS:

Use attention getters and transitions to keep practice running smoothly

Include games and scrimmages

Goal: Run activities which contribute to players' enjoyment of physical activity.
FUN

TACTICS:

Instead of using physical activity as punishment, help players regulate by inviting them to
try rhythmic patterned activities (e.g., juggling or dribbling)

2)  Health.Gov. (2019, January 28). Top 10 Things to Know About the Second Edition of Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans. 
 Retreived from https://health.gov/paguidelines/second-edition/10things/
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