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Four out of five students ages 6-17 participate in organized 
activities outside of school. These activities include sports teams, 
clubs and organizations as well as music, dance and language lessons. 
Participation in these activities has been linked to better educational 
outcomes and improved mental health for youth. 

In all of these activities, youth receive guidance from adults to help them 
build skills, set goals and strive to improve. These adults, who often are 
parents, community members or other subject matter experts, have a unique 
opportunity to impact children’s lives. Though not all coaches have specific 
training in teaching or child development, any coach that works with youth 
towards the mastery of athletic, art or academic skills can provide “teachable 
moments” that can positively affect a child’s self-esteem, goal-setting abilities 
and leadership skills. 

Youth with a caring adult in their lives—a mentor, teacher, coach, lesson 
teacher or organization/club leader—tend to have better outcomes than their 
peers. These outcomes include being more engaged in school and being 
less likely to bully others, to be depressed or to abuse drugs than those 
without a caring adult.4, 5

Building Skills  
in Youth:   
The Role of the Coach
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In this brief, a coach is defined 
as any adult who provides skill-

based guidance to youth, including 
sport coaches, club leaders, arts 

instructors and others.

Benefits of Team Participation
Youth learn how to work well with others 1

Youth are able to set goals and meet them 1

Youth are able to practice social skills and  
a gain larger peer network 2

Youth learn to communicate effectively  
and resolve conflicts  2

Youth gain leadership skills and qualities 2, 3

Youth learn to persevere after a failure 1

Source: National Survey of Children’s Health
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• In Indiana 92.7 percent of youth ages 6-17 
have at least one mentor-like adult in their lives 
(excluding parents)—higher than the national 
rate of 88.9 percent.6 

• Children from families with higher incomes are 
more likely to have a mentor-like adult in their 
lives and live in neighborhoods with trusted 
adults than those with lower incomes.6

Best Practices 
All youth can benefit from participating 
in out-of-school time activities, 
regardless of whether they plan to pursue a career in the field. In fact, 
most youth who participate in out-of-school time activities do not go on to have a career 
in that activity. For example, the probability that a high school athlete will become a 
professional athlete is no higher than 0.5% (baseball) and can be as low was 0.03% 
(Men and women’s basketball). 7

Therefore, students who participate in out-of-school time activities benefit most from 
coaches who focus on internal motivation and skill acquisition, rather than winning 
games or competitions. In fact, youth are most likely to realize the positive outcomes 
associated with participation in skill-building activities if they have coaches who focus 
on positive youth development, provide encouraging feedback and relate effectively to 
children. 8, 9

Encourage Variety 
Youth fare best when they participate in a variety of activities and 
experiences, rather than specializing in just one sport, skill or style of 
learning.10 For example, younger youth (under age 15) who participated in a variety 
of sports were less likely to suffer injury and more likely to have high perceptions of 
competence and self-esteem than those who specialized in one sport.11 Additionally, 
youth of all ages often learn better and are more likely to change their behaviors when 
working with individuals who have mixed skills and abilities.12

Similarly, youth benefit from being exposed to varying styles of learning, such as 
individual and group work as well as interactive projects.13 Research across youth 
development,10 robotics,14 sports15 and arts education16 fields indicates that varying 
instructional techniques proves helpful for youth with different learning styles. Some 
such techniques include modeling, goal setting, drilling and using technology to 
supplement instruction. 

In addition to providing diverse activities and approaches when conducting 
programming, coaches should encourage youth to participate in multiple activities 
where they will come into contact with different types of peers and caring adults. 

Child has a least one adult mentor Lives in neighborhood with adults parents trust

Percentage of Children with Trusted Non-Parental Adults 
in Their Life by Percent of Federal Poverty Level (FPL), 

Indiana: 2011/12
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Mentoring  
(long-term, one-on-one 

relationship) is another great 
way for caring adults to 

impact the lives of youth. 

For more information  
about mentoring or how  

to become a mentor,  
visit the Indiana  

Mentoring Partnership  
at abetterhour.org

Foster Avoid
Strength 
building

Lecturing 
regularly

Partnership 
and a sense 
of belonging

Focusing on 
winning at any 
cost

Reflection and 
goal setting

Using fear to 
motivate

Physical and 
emotional 
safety 

Large 
numbers 
of youth 
supervised  
by few adults 

Challenging 
and youth-set 
goals

Focusing 
solely on 
fixing things 
kids  
do poorly 

Source: National Survey of Children’s Health

http://abetterhour.org
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Have High Expectations
Youth expect to be challenged when 
participating in high quality out-of-school 
time programs.16 Psychological theory states that 
students of middle and high school age have a high need 
for mastery and belonging.17, 18 Best practice research 
across fields indicates that coaches should maintain high 
expectations of the youth with whom they work and help 
them set difficult but attainable goals. 

Programs with the best 
outcomes are those that are 
structured to progress youth 
through a process of stepwise 
improvement toward clear 
goals. These goals must be 
age, ability and culturally 
appropriate19 and should focus 
on mastering a skill rather than 
winning a game or competition. 
Also, youth are most likely to 

attain goals when they set the goals themselves based 
on constructive coach feedback, self-reflection and their 
own desired outcomes.15

Actively Engage the Youth
Out-of-school time program coaches have 
a unique opportunity to focus on activities 
that interest and engage youth. Each youth has his or her own motivations, 
strengths and needs, and coaches should work within those individual differences 
to help youth grow and improve. Youth in middle and high school especially benefit 
from having the opportunity to actively engage in and shape their own learning 
processes.14, 16 In fact, when youth have a voice to select their own goals, they are 
more likely to realize the positive outcomes of higher self-esteem, demonstrate 
fewer behavioral problems and have an increased likelihood of participation in 
program activities.19

The Coaching  
Process 14, 20

I do – you watch

I do – you help

We do together

You do – I help

You do – I watch

You do

Each child develops at his or her own natural speed. 

However, the guidelines below may help in developing  
age-appropriate expectations for youth.

Young Children, up through age 8: 

• Are still learning motor skills, including balance 

• Have relatively short attention spans 

• Think concretely about rules and fairness

• Have difficulty differentiating between effort, luck and skill

Children ages 9-13:

• Begin to master complex motor skills

• Are able to pay attention for longer periods of time and 
memorize sequences

• Begin to understand tactics and strategy 

• Should not be compared to other youth of the same age  
but can identify their own successes by comparing 
themselves to their own past performance

Adolescents ages 14-18:

• Grow physically and become stronger but tend  
to lose flexibility 

• Are able to memorize and strategize

• Want to be involved in decision-making and do well  
when given options

• Naturally identify their strengths in comparison to peers

Communicating  
with Parents

Parent involvement in youth sports can range from a lack 
of involvement to over-involvement. Many potential conflicts 
between coaches and parents can be mitigated through 
transparency about coaching philosophies and upfront 
expectations for parents. Parents are valuable resources for 
coaches, and youth benefit most when coaches and parents 
can work together toward shared goals.
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Allow for Public 
Demonstration of 
Skills
Most programs in which 
adults serve as coaches 
for youth have some 
type of culminating 
event or product: a 
performance, show, 
video, competition or 
game. These events and 
products serve as built-in 
goals and provide a way for 
youth to take positive risks 

in their lives by publicly demonstrating their mastery or 
competence in the skills they have learned. 

Engaging parents, families, peers and other community 
members is a great way to ensure that youth are able to 
gain public recognition for their work, which helps build 
self-esteem, encourage further progress, and even can help 
youth find a sense of purpose in their lives.16 

Keep Youth Safe
Adults who serve as coaches have a duty to 
ensure that programs are both physically and 
emotionally safe for youth who participate.16 To 
ensure physical safety, coaches should be aware of any 
potential hazards in the program’s physical surroundings, 
as well as any hazards specific to the activity they are 
performing. For example, concussions are common injuries 
in many sports; some activities require repetitive motion 
which may cause stress on the body; and other programs 
require youth to use tools or machinery that may be 
dangerous. 

For more information on keeping youth safe in out-of-school 
time programs, see IYI’s issue brief: iyi.org/resources//doc/
IYI-Issue-Brief-Safety-May-2012.pdf

For sports-specific safety tips, check out this sports safety 
checklist: safekids.org/sites/default/files/documents/sports_
safety_checklist_for_coaches.pdf

For additional information on youth concussions, visit: iyi.
org/resources//doc/IYI-Issue-Brief-Concussions-Sept-2012.
pdf 

Protecting program participants’ psychological and 
emotional safety is just as important as protecting their 
physical safety. Youth in out-of-school time activities 
may experience mental fatigue or participate in negative 
competitive or bullying behaviors. Coaches should model 
and cultivate positive environments where youth feel a 
sense of belonging and independence. 

For tips on how to promote civility in youth programs, see 
IYI’s issue brief: iyi.org/resources//doc/IYI-Issue-Brief-
Civility-March-2013.pdf

IYI also has issue briefs on helping youth through negative 
life experiences and issues with negative self-image. 

iyi.org/resources//doc/IYI-Issue-Brief-Childhood-Trauma-
Oct-2013.pdf

iyi.org/resources//doc/IYI-Issue-Brief-Body-Image-
May-2014.pdf

For more information on bullying prevention, visit: 
stopbullying.gov

http://www.iyi.org/resources//doc/IYI-Issue-Brief-Safety-May-2012.pdf
http://www.iyi.org/resources//doc/IYI-Issue-Brief-Safety-May-2012.pdf
http://www.safekids.org/sites/default/files/documents/sports_safety_checklist_for_coaches.pdf
http://www.safekids.org/sites/default/files/documents/sports_safety_checklist_for_coaches.pdf
http://www.iyi.org/resources//doc/IYI-Issue-Brief-Concussions-Sept-2012.pdf
http://www.iyi.org/resources//doc/IYI-Issue-Brief-Concussions-Sept-2012.pdf
http://www.iyi.org/resources//doc/IYI-Issue-Brief-Concussions-Sept-2012.pdf
http://www.iyi.org/resources//doc/IYI-Issue-Brief-Civility-March-2013.pdf
http://www.iyi.org/resources//doc/IYI-Issue-Brief-Civility-March-2013.pdf
http://www.iyi.org/resources//doc/IYI-Issue-Brief-Childhood-Trauma-Oct-2013.pdf
http://www.iyi.org/resources//doc/IYI-Issue-Brief-Childhood-Trauma-Oct-2013.pdf
http://www.iyi.org/resources//doc/IYI-Issue-Brief-Body-Image-May-2014.pdf
http://www.iyi.org/resources//doc/IYI-Issue-Brief-Body-Image-May-2014.pdf
http://www.stopbullying.gov
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It is important for coaches to set boundaries with the youth they serve. 
The coaching relationship works best when built around mutual respect 
and the understanding that the coach is a responsible adult, rather 
than just a friend. For example, a coach may need to set consequences 
or report negative situations to proper outlets (such as parents, law 
enforcement or the Department of Child Services). 

All adults who work with youth should undergo  
a background check to help ensure  

safety for youth involved

For a limited criminal history check within the state of Indiana 
(requires name only), go to: in.gov/ai/appfiles/isp-lch

For a complete criminal history check that covers all states 
(requires fingerprints), go to: fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/identity-history-
summary-checks 

For a list of websites housing state-based sex offender 
registries, go to: fbi.gov/scams-safety/registry
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IYI Resources

The latest data is at your fingertips with IYI’s 
Data Center. Search statistics and gather data to 
improve your program planning and grant writing. 
Or, request customized data.  
Go to www.iyi.org/data.

Get the most comprehensive overview of 
children’s well-being in Indiana. Download the Kids 
Count in Indiana Data Book at www.iyi.org/databook.

Want in-depth information on youth? Check out the free resources at IYI’s 
Virginia Beall Ball Library. We will mail you the library materials and include a postage 
paid return envelope. Go to www.iyi.org/library for details.

Have a quick question or want to bounce an idea around? Contact Ask 
IYI for free resources and tips: call 1-855-2ask-IYI or visit www.iyi.org/ask.

Looking for training on youth issues? IYI provides regional trainings and free 
webinars on youth development and nonprofit management. Go to  
www.iyi.org/trainings for details.

Need one-on-one assistance with planning, evaluating, or expanding 
your organization? Benefit from IYI’s Consulting Services and receive professional 
help at affordable hourly rates – discounted far below market value. Go to www.iyi.org/
consulting-services for details.

603 East Washington Street, Suite 800 
Indianapolis, IN 46204
317.396.2700 or 800.343.7060
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