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This booklet contains ideas for coaches and players generated during my time as A-Colts then 
A-Grade coach at the University Football club in Perth. In that time we had a win ratio of 
over 83%, held a record of 52 games undefeated and won 3 premierships, 2 as undefeated 
teams throughout the year.  
Feel free to use and pass on any of these ideas at your leisure.  
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1. TRAINING 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 If players arrive early at training, get them to find another player and a ball and go and do 
some super-training or wrong-foot kicking etc. 

 As a coach always explain the aim of each exercise and the match problem it deals with. 



 To practise specific skills, arrange to arrive early with somebody else and work on those 
skills, e.g. wrong foot kicking, snapping for goals, etc and / or get one or two mates to 
come down for an extra night for a few weeks if extra practice is required. 

 Disposal skills / snapping at goal should at times be deliberately practised after training 
(i.e. when the legs are wobbly and tired, just as they are in the last quarter of a game). 

 Training should concentrate on ball handling and skills and not on fitness primarily.  
Fitness should be acquired by each player in his own time. (I set the fitness goals and keep 
testing them throughout the season). 

 Some training exercises are easy to perform but have very little to do with genuine match 
situations.  Therefore, if an exercise is created to deal with a problem that is occurring in a 
match, it is likely that you will find it difficult to perform initially.  It is very important to 
persist with the exercise, particularly bearing in mind the aim of the exercise, rather than to 
switch back to doing meaningless, easy-to-do exercises. 

 In performing exercises, work out the errors that you make and correct them yourself 
rather than just "going through the motions of the exercise" or waiting for the coach to 
point out your errors. 

 Try to perform all exercises at top pace (and only you really know what is your own top 
pace). 

 When receiving the football in dry conditions (mark or handball) keep you feet on the 
ground (ie. don't jump up into the air) take the ball in front of the body (not always on your 
chest), and do it all at your maximum speed. 

 When you have completed your part in an exercise, immediately look around and be 
involved in what is happening with other players, i.e. talk and encourage. 

 Push the fitness aspect a little harder leading up to the finals, because the finals are harder 
games played in hotter weather.  That sometimes causes some leg weariness in the last few 
rounds, but is a good investment for the finals.  To avoid this leg weariness, it is preferable 
if you maintain a high level of fitness yourself in your own time in the middle part of the 
season when it is wet, cold etc. and harder to get motivated. 

 You will not be able to acquire wrong foot/wrong hand skills by just five or ten minute 
practice sessions on the training track.  The best way to become skilful at 
wrong/foot/wrong hand disposal is to spend two or three weeks exclusively kicking and 
hand-balling with the wrong foot at the same time as drinking beer with your left hand, 
writing with your left hand switching your knife and fork back to front etc. etc. i.e. you 
need to teach the opposite side of your brain to be efficient. 

 If it is difficult to get enough space on the oval, let along enough time, to practise counter 
play, clusters, with-plays etc, sometimes train on different nights or on Sundays. 

 "Super-training" works on the principle that if you are a fourth grade batsman and you got 
an opportunity of facing the bowling of Denis Lillee, Brett Lee etc. in the nets for six 
months, then when you next go out to bat in the fourth grade you will have no difficult 
with fourth grade fast bowlers.  Thus, if you can get used to handling the football coming 
toward you at very high speed in the air or along the ground you will have much greater 
facility at handling the ball in a match situation. 

 Injured players should come to training, even if briefly.  This makes the statement that they 
are still committed to the team, and concerned for the team's performance.  They can also 
help with some exercises 

 All "special" kicks need to be rehearsed at training, e.g. kicking for the touch, soccering, 
banana / checkside kicks. 

 
2. FITNESS GOALS 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 Fitness goals are set so that you can reach those levels of fitness in your own time without 

wasting the time of everybody else at training.  That enables the training sessions to be 
focussed maximally on skills / use of the football, etc. 

 5k in 20 minutes:  this is not a very demanding level of fitness.  Some players can reach 
that level easily but all players are capable of running that time.  If you are slower than 20 
minutes then you unquestionably need to do extra work. 

 60 push-ups:  Push-ups represent one of the simplest exercises that is able to strengthen the 
shoulder muscles and particularly the triceps 

 "Brick-curls":  In an ideal world everybody would have weights that they could use in their 
own personal gymnasium.  Bricks of different weights are a part of a  poor man's 
gymnasium.  Brick curls are designed to provide an opportunity for players to develop 
quantifiable strength of chest and shoulder muscles in their own homes.   

 
3. HANDBALL 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Strike the ball with the hard first joint of the first finger, not with the soft fleshy part of 
the fist. 
 The back-spinner, which spins like a drop punt is the fastest and most accurate handball, 
particularly in windy conditions. 
 The floater is easier to execute and easier to catch on the run out in front. 
 The grounder is rarely used. 
 Handball needs to be practised with both left and right hands, short and long, running and 
stationary, in a 360 degree arc, standing and kneeling, to a running or stationary player, with 
and without a blocking player. 
 Practise not handballing to the first option but quickly assessing other options. 
 Handballing over the man on the mark to an attacking option is a still that needs to be 
practised.  (Sprint back and then move forward, thereby committing the man on the mark to 
stay on the mark plus giving you the momentum to get the ball to its target). 
 When guarding on the mark to prevent a handball over the mark, keep the hands down 
but ready to reach up or out to block the handball (the player with the ball will take his 
"sighting" from the top of your body and if that is your head rather than your hands, it 
provides the opportunity to shoot your hands in the air and effect the block).  When we 
researched this approach it increased interception four-fold. 

 
 
4.  KICKING 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 When kicking at goal, do not be obsessed with running straight at the goal, but do what is 

most comfortable. 
 the most important lesson concerning kicking at goal is to pick a point behind the goal 

(e.g., the goal umpire, a rubbish bin, an imaginary point etc.) and aim and only think about 
that point when aiming and when kicking.  Take an initial sighting when starting to move, 
then take a quick re-sighting before you kick.  Follow-through with toe to that point.  
Stiffen the foot and ankle muscles at the moment of the kick.   

 Be certain that your big toe follows through to that point and when the kick is executed 
you should still be looking at your toe.  (If you look at "the goal posts" rather than at a 
point behind the goals, your brain will think divergently and hence your kick will be 
inaccurate, whereas if you aim at a point your brain will think convergently.  It's the same 
principle as aiming at the bullseye of a target when shooting rather than just aiming 
generally at the target). 

 Practise goal kicking when a player is standing on the mark. 
 The more you can practise kicking goals in windy, wet conditions the higher will be your 

conversion rate.  (Be grateful for wet, windy conditions at training and take the opportunity 
to get an extra hour's goal kicking practice). 

 Practise passing over / around the man on the mark. 
 Wrong foot kicking – see above under wrong hand handballing. 
 

5. DEFENSIVE SKILLS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Shepherding, smothering, bumping, tagging, tackling and standing on the mark are all 
skills that need to be practised many times under pressure at training.  Regardless of your 
initial skill level in these areas, if you smother or tackle a hundred times at training you are 
bound to be more effective the next time you try it in a game. 

 Remember not to pick the ball up for the opposition player when you are standing on the 
mark.  If you have possession and have to give it to the man on the mark, handball it with a 
rapid end-over-end spin to the player's wrong side, slowing down his disposal. 

 Practise tackling from in front, from the left, from the right and, in particular, from behind 
without giving away a free kick. 

 Practise running behind another player who is attempting to pick up the football.  Practise 
hanging back sufficiently to not give him a free kick without taking off the pressure.  Wait 
for your chance to get your shoulder and arm in underneath his chest to wrench the ball 
away from him or to force him away from the ball. 

 Practise "keeping your feet" as much as possible when pressuring players.  If you slip to 
the ground and the opposition player does not, then we are playing seventeen men against 
eighteen at that point in time. 

 Practise tagging.  Tagging is a basic skill of football that is not restricted to those who 
designated as "good taggers".  The paired circle work exercise that we do, where 
individuals alternate as leading and tagging players, is designed to achieve this goal.  Thus, 
if the opposition get a "run" on and you are asked to man up. you'll be able to do that more 
efficiently. 



 Talk incessantly.  Don't just wait for the obvious occasions when you are calling for the 
football. but encourage players when they have kicked a goal (run 50 metres to do so if 
necessary).  Remember that your voice can travel faster and further than you can on a 
football field. 

 Once you have disposed of the football into our attacking zone, do not become a spectator 
of the game.  Remember that the only way the football can come out of our forward line is 
if the opposition gain possession.  If you have become a spectator and allowed your man to 
wander back to the corridor, then you have let the side down as they can rebound easily 
down the corridor.  Therefore, after delivering the football, think defensively and 
immediately cover all options for a rebound play. 

 
6. PREPARATION FOR MATCHES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 "Superstition is bull…."  Whether you play well or badly in any particular week is entirely 

up to you and has nothing to do with following superstitious patterns or habits of any sort.  
Pandering to superstition can distract you from deciding what you are going to do better in 
this match than before. 

 Try to announce the exact positions that players will be playing in at least two days prior to 
the game so that they can mentally prepare themselves. 

 If the coach has to change things at the last minute, don't hang your head.  Tell him you're 
pissed off, by all means, but channel that energy the game. 

 The team meeting is designed to make you aware of the general importance of the game 
and some specific details of opposition strengths and weaknesses or our own strengths and 
weaknesses.  There is not enough time to have a team meeting after every training session. 

 Try to take five or ten minutes towards the end or the nights training session to discuss 
these things.  Do not wait until the few minutes before a game starts because everyone is 
nervous and easily distracted and it does not provide enough time for you to mentally 
rehearse the game plan. 

 Avoid sitting in the sun prior to a game – it can make you lethargic. 
 When thinking about your own game don't just hope but visualise. However, visualise only 

the good things that you are capable of. Think through your deficiencies and work out 
exactly how you plan to remedy these in the forthcoming game (e.g. if you do not put on 
many tackles, go out of your way to put on a couple of early tackles in the game).  Set 
goals of 4 tackles, 8"charges into packs", 12 run-bys for handballs (whether you receive 
the ball or not). 

 Before a game, ask yourself "if other members of the team where asked what they would 
like me to do during the game, what would they say?". 

 Mentally prepare yourself not by "hoping I play well" but by rehearsing all the events of 
the game.  When you think of yourself lining up a shot of goals. think of yourself kicking it 
straight through the middle and not missing.  Similarly, imagine yourself putting on two or 
three good tackles, bumps and smothers. 

 When thinking about the game, don't just think about winning.  Think about what you will 
do if you get 5 goals ahead, if the game is close, if the opposition get a run on, etc. etc. i.e. 
have a plan in your mind for every possible eventuality, so that you are not surprised if that 
situation arises during the game. 



 If you have been making errors, don't "hope that you won't make them again", but 
specifically work out how to correct the problem and mentally rehearse the same situation 
again but include your rehearsed correction. 

 Don't function in "hope mode" but be specific to yourself. "I hope" and "if only.." are 
similar passive attitudes.  Get out of the passenger's seat and into the driver's seat.  that is 
"mental aggression". 

 
7. MATCH STRATEGIES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 There is never any value in disputing umpires' decisions.  No matter how incompetent they 

are, or whether they are biased, inconsistent, student-haters, power-crazy or just plain 
wankers, you do your team a favour by merely shaking your head and getting on with the 
game. 

 It's a fundamental rule to play the whistle – many is the time when the ball has crossed the 
boundary line and an opposition player, whilst you're waiting for the boundary umpire to 
blow his whistle, has grasped the football and kicked a goal. 

 Never sledge your team mates, no matter what. 
 If, during a team discussion before, during or after a game, you wish to criticise what a 

team mate has done, begin with something praiseworthy about that individual's 
performance or attitude and then make your suggestion. 

 When buying new boots, buy two pairs if you can afford it and wear them interchangeably 
(thus if one of the boots breaks apart during the game, you'll have an immediate 
replacement that doesn't need to be "worn in"). 

 When you have a mark or a free kick, sprint back quickly on the mark, always looking 
downfield for options.  Don't take your eyes off the play, and don't jog back slowly with 
your eyes over your left shoulder (doing that vastly reduces the number of options 
available and increases the chances of the man on the mark intercepting your disposal). 

 If a fight breaks out, the nearest player can go in and "support" his team mate but don't 
throw a punch (to be sent off means they automatically have a loose man at all times).  
Support your team mates by verbalising, finger pointing etc.  If an opposition player is a 
meathead and continually whacking players off the ball, there is ample opportunity in the 
game of football to deal with those sort of individuals with a hip and a shoulder at 
appropriate moments. 

 Teams win if they have more "givers" than "takers".  Life is, of course, full of givers and 
takers in all aspects.  Givers usually ultimately succeed and takers usually ultimately win 
in the short term but fail in the long term, e.g. marriages only succeed if you're prepared to 
give.  Givers and winners and winners seek answers to their problems (losers make 
excuses).  Winners say "I'll do that job for you" (losers say "that's not my job"), winners 
see an answer in every problem whereas losers see a problem in every answer.  Winners 
consider anything to be possible whereas losers consider everything to be too difficult. 

 'There is no longer any scope for an individual player to play in only one position.  All 
players must be able to play in at least two positions and to play well in each of these 
positions.  If you play in the same position all year and someone is injured in the first five 
minutes of the grand final, then it is unhelpful to the team if you take half the game of 
football to warm up to the new position.  You must be able to make the switch immediately 
and effectively.  Therefore don't whinge when you are switched around during a game and 
don't drop your head and semi-deliberately play less effectively in that position to avoid 
being selected there in future – you'll probably find that you are not selected at all in 
future. 



 There are so many hundreds of specific match strategies that it's not worth trying to 
describe them in this section. 

 
8. FORWARD PLAY 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 When the ball is loose, keep it "alive" at all times, i.e. knock it towards the goals, away 

from the goals, inboard, outboard etc. but don't allow it to be bogged down resulting in a 
ruck play.  We will automatically then become outnumbered because we will have one or 
two players behind the play. 

 Don't be obsessed with turning and trying to run through a pack to get a clear shot at the 
goals.  Be happy to run away from the goals (which is after all in the same direction in 
which the back want to run, so you will not be swimming against the current) and lay the 
hands or kick off checkside to a player moving towards the goals. 

 Never blaze away at goal if you're not absolutely certain you can kick it.  In particular, 
never snap from a pocket but snap back to the top of the square and, if you are the player in 
the goal square, move to the top of the square rather than to the goal line to receive such a 
kick (defenders will tend to move to the goal line). 

 Unless you have Mathew Lloyd playing at full forward for you, long bombs to the goal 
square from set shots are rarely effective (ok on the run through, if there are no better 
options) and you would be better off trying something adventurous from the 55 to 60 metre 
line if you want to increase your conversion rate.  There is nothing to stop a half back 
flanker running up to take a sideways kick and kicking the ball over the pack to a player 20 
metres out from goal on the opposite side of the play.  When kicking against the breeze 
there is only one place to be on every occasion.  That is IN FRONT. 

 When a player has a set kick that is almost certain to land in the goal square one player 
needs to line up behind the pack, but, as the player runs in to kick, should begin to move 
through the pack so that if the ball drops short in front of the pack he will be on the move 
and able to take the mark on his chest in front of the pack.  If the kick is good and long 
then he will be able to turn around and be an available player on the ground in front of the 
pack. This is guaranteed to get you plenty of kicks. 

 It is always tempting in the forward line to take up a position behind the pack or behind the 
player going for the football where, if it does come back, you'll have a clear shot at goal   

 Unfortunately except when kicking with a very strong breeze, that is the less likely 
outcome, and you should therefore take up a position in front of the pack where, although 
it is much harder to kick a goal from there, the ball is nevertheless most likely to drop. 

 
9. DEFENCE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 The most important rule when attacking the football and spoiling is to be certain that the 
ball does not get behind you, i.e. spoil forward and outwards. 

 when an opposing forward has possession of the football on either flank and is trying to 
run around you or is in front of you, move slightly inboard when attacking him so that he is 
forced to go outboard if he is to go around you, i.e. make him shoot from the most acute 
angle possible. 

 When playing on a taller opponent who is a strong mark, front position is still the best, and 
if the ball is kicked in high, back into the player and if necessary when faking the attempt 
to spoil, knock one of his arms away at the last minute. 

 When an opposing forward is having a long set shot at goal, there is no reason why 
opposing forwards should be able to shepherd the back men away from the contest, 
allowing the ball to sneak through for a goal.  A follower should always move down to the 
goal line and be available to run in from behind the goals and leap to touch the football.  

 When kicking in from behind, there are innumerable options with regard to play, e.g. 
kicking to the ruckman, kicking to a short lead generated by a wingman etc., clustering on 
the 30 metre line and breaking etc.  The main aim is to increase your percentage chance of 
going forward with the football.  The short pass is only useful if the player is imminently 
clear and a slight miskick will not result in disaster.  It is also only useful if there are extra 
players downfield to enable that player to move the ball on quickly. 

 Don't be hurried when kicking in from a behind.  It is one of the few occasions when you 
can change your mind and the direction you are moving without being called to play on.  
Therefore, if you decide to kick to a lead and then change your mind just as you are about 
to kick it, stop, go back and select another option.  There is nothing to stop each leading 
player from running back in the other direction and creating an alternative lead.  In fact 
running "V" leads from the cluster will give us greater number in the corridor for the  kick-
in. 

 The best approach is to try to get a maximum number of players at the point where the ball 
will fall.  Therefore it is useful if several players make leads towards the boundary line and 
then, as the ball is about to be kicked down the centre, those players should prop and turn 
and run back to where the ball is about to drop so that we have greatest number of players 
at the fall of the ball. 

 Routine plays from the kick-in need to be rehearsed, just like other aspects of the game. 
 
10 CENTRES / FOLLOWERS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 Getting back to the corridor after any "event" is particularly important for centres. 
 At centre bounce-downs, it is unlikely that any pre-rehearsed strategy is likely to be 

automatically effective (it all depends on the strength of the opposition ruckman and 
ground players, the capacity of the umpire to bounce the ball accurately and strongly, etc.).   

 What is important therefore is for the ruckman and ground players to assess the situation 
after the first few bounce-downs and to discuss what changes in strategy they are going to 
make.  thus, before every bounce down, the strategy needs to be rethought.  Try not to 
repeat the same manoeuvre twice in a row.  It is a good idea to break up effective tapping 
with the occasional long knock towards centre half forward to keep the opposition aware of 
that option (although, as with other ruck plays, the long options needs to be decided in 
advance so that everyone is aware that it is going to occur). 

 At bounce-downs and boundary throw-ins, it is a good idea to have one "man in motion" to 
whom the ball can be given. 



 When rucking at boundary throw-ins in the forward line, it is rare that an attempted knock 
towards the goals brings about an effective result.  A knock over the back of the head (if 
possible) is likely to be effective but the opposition ruckman will be trying to knock the 
ball towards the boundary line or away from the goals and you will therefore find it much 
easier to do the same and to align your players on the check side of the throw-in but 
immediately work the ball round the pack toward the corridor from that situation. 

 The ruckman should be able to knock the ball accurately to every one on the twelve points 
on the clock face.  It is best to practise doing that with no opposing ruckman initially, then 
with a "dummy " opposing ruckman who does not try to block the ball, and then in a 
regular competitive situation. 

 If the opposition get a run on, particularly if they are breaking consistently out of the centre 
bounce-downs, it is essential to man up in the centre.  The easiest way to do that is to be 
certain that when the ball is bounced you are standing adjacent to your opposing player but 
between him and the football. 

 It is essential that centreline players maintain awareness of what is happening in the back 
line, e.g. if a defender is grounded with an injury after a clash, the centreline players needs 
to call a forward up to cover the centre, and the centreline player then needs to sprint down 
and cover the loose forward.  The same applies if the opposition have generated a loose 
man in their forward line by some other means. 

 The #4 position that we play on the ball is not a loose man in defence or a double Centre.  
He is really a "corridor runner". 

 
11. INJURIES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 There is still considerable ignorance concerning injuries e.g., if you get a cork or a 

joint sprain don't have a hot bath and don't stand around on your feet drinking all 
night.  You can drink sitting down instead with your leg elevated etc. but avoid alcohol 
that night. 

 Remember RICE (Rest, Ice, Compression, Elevation). 
 Hamstring injuries can result in a considerable loss of playing time so if you feel a 

hamstring twinge at training, tell me or the physio so we can avoid it becoming a 
hamstring tear. 

 Remember to warm up just as much for a social game of football as you would for a 
regular football match.  There seems to be as many players injured in social football as 
there are in serious football matches. 

 Ice should be available at every football match so if someone sustains a joint injury, a 
pulled muscle or a cork, some ice in a towel can immediately be placed on the injured area. 

 
12 MOTIVATION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Most players prefer to be self motivated rather than motivated by external measures.  

Indeed it is each player's own responsibility to be 100% committed to each football match 

[



 Obviously, not everybody has the same level of innate courage.  A coach always likes to 
have naturally courageous players who play courageously all the time.  Nevertheless 
players who do not have the same level of natural courage but who work hard to do 
courageous things are worthy of great admiration 

 Sessions with a sports psychologist are very helpful but do not achieve everything.  The 
individual needs to continually reinforce the lessons learnt and work on his own problem 
areas e.g. consistency, lack of confidence etc. 

 Fear of losing ("Wouldn't it be terrible if….") restrains many players from getting involved 
in the commitment to winning a Premiership.  The pleasure of winning anything is directly 
related to the degree of fear of losing, i.e. fear of losing should be seen as a good thing 
because the pleasure of victory is then exaggerated.  In any case, to aim for the top and 
come second is tolerable, whereas to aim for nothing is boring. 

 Rather than focussing on yourself all the time (e.g. "I'm not good enough for this level'", 
ask yourself "What is my responsibility to the team?" and "What is my responsibility to the 
coach?". 

 Ask yourself "What is the most courageous thing that I could do in this match?" 
Remember, guts is only 50% bravery.  The other 50% is pushing the legs to move. 

 Ask yourself "What is the most team-oriented thing that I could do in this match?" 
 Life is boring if you do not "go for it" in some areas.  Many people have never really 

pushed themselves to their limits on any single occasion and therefore do not have that 
sense of self-awareness.  Whether it is sprinting up a hill on a training track or covering an 
extra 50 metres to pick up a loose player, or continuing to run hard in the last quarter of a 
close game even though you're tired, you'll be able to look back on those occasions when 
you're old (like me) with gratitude. 

 "If only" phrases annoy me intensely, "if only I hadn't missed that goal", "If only the 
umpire…", "If only I hadn't hit the piss the night before".  We are not "passive pawns of 
destiny" but we create our own destiny. 

 
13. COACHING APPROACHES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Football provides opportunities for learning life skills the value of which persists long after 

arthritis sets in.  More than the enjoyment of success, the comradeship and the pleasure of 
playing football.  All individuals need to be "drawn out" by challenges i.e. by tasks that 
they find difficult.  One of the most important lessons is that if you learn to push yourself 
you soon realise that what you previously considered to be your "limit" was in fact and 
underestimation and you were capable of achieving more.  By achieving more you reset 
your limit at a higher level.  Whilst that applies in football to areas such as running up hills, 
running distances, pushing yourself late in the game, bravery etc the lessons learnt can be 
applied to other areas. E.g. studying harder, tolerating annoyances, tolerating dags etc. 

 When considering player selection, try to select players that are going to win the hard 
games, particularly during the finals.  I.e. if a player gets many kicks in the easy games but 
does not win the hard ball in the hard games then be reluctant to select him.   

 It is not enough to have 30 disposals.  Work on a rough "possessions / opportunities"ratio.  
If you failed to win possessions 30 times, your ratio might be 1 whereas a guy with 6 
chances wins 5 possessions and his ratio is 5. 

 When I first started coaching, I felt like I was a synthesis of all the individuals that had 
coached me when I was a player.  Since then I've realised that many of the things that 

 [



coaches do are basically nonsense and have very little to do with the team's performance, 
but rather are related to an individual being "seen to be coaching" by the players, officials 
or spectators etc.   

 One of the reasons that I try to get individuals to be responsible for their own skill 
improvement, motivation, etc. and why I often make the half time or three quarter time 
break a team discussion rather than a monologue is that I have found the players are just as 
good at determining their faults and the errors occurring on the field as I am, and their 
opinions are very instructive.  Further more, it is hard to listen to one individual non-stop, 
and much more likely that players will listen to different people speaking.   

 Also, if I tell a player where he is making a mistake I may sound a bit like a schoolteacher 
and this approach is less likely to be effective than if the player himself identifies his 
deficiencies and he himself decides how they can be corrected.  That's why I often start by 
asking "How do you feel about your game?"  You are your own best coach. 

 Humour should be a part of training and team discussions before or during a match.  A 
mixture of seriousness and humour, is the right blend for any football team.  It's when the 
one dominates the other that football is either slack or boring. 

 It is essential that the team sets goals for each week and for each season.  It is also essential 
that individuals set their goals before the season starts and during the season.  If you set a 
goal, you have a chance of reaching it, whereas if you do not set any sort of goal you are 
extremely unlikely to get anywhere.  When you set goals, either individually or as a team, 
you need to be able to conduct  self-evaluation to determine whether or not you are 
achieving those goals, and if not, what you need to do to be successful at achieving them. 

 There are many things that other coaches do that you should consider avoiding e.g. in front 
of the rest of the club, to blame the team for losing without accepting a share of the 
responsibility; abusing or humiliating players in front of the rest of the team: making loud 
speeches before, during or after a game just because that is seen to be the thing that 
coaches should do, etc. 

 Despite the fact that football is largely a catch-as-catch-can-game, as much as possible 
everything should be rehearsed.  That rehearsal is both mental and physical.  The physical 
rehearsal of football events needs to be conducted in as much of a match-like situation as 
possible (see above comment on training).  This includes not just the offensive skills 
(kicking, handballing, knocking on etc) but also the defensive skills of smothering, 
tackling, bumping etc.  Even simple codes can be used, e.g. holding your arm in the air 
indicates that you will run a J or V. Even events like backing into a pack keeping your eyes 
on the football  can be practised over and over again at training so that the individual gains 
confidence and is able to do it again in a match, i.e. even the courageous events of a game 
can be practised until they become part of the individual's natural repertoire.  To quote the 
old BBC phrase "if you want something to look spontaneous, rehearse it". 

 "You get what you pay for" applies in football.  You don't win a flag without significant 
cost.  Most players remember the big wins and the finals wins and can't remember the cost, 
so it’s probably not that big a cost compared to the reward. 

 
WHAT TO DO IF….. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 If being badly beaten: if they have a run on, man up to stop the flow.  Play tagger but stay 

between him and the ball at all times.  Don't stop playing attacking football / don't become 
too defensive.  Continue to go for your shots and play as though the current situation is a 
temporary aberration. 

 



 If nervous before a game: be grateful.  Nervous tension is due to the release of adrenaline 
etc. which serves to improve performance.  It may even make you feel tired and yawn 
(coaches often mistake that for low motivation and try to pump the player up when, in fact, 
he needs to relax down to "optimal arousal")  If you are nervous it means you are taking 
the game seriously and, if you win, the pleasure will be greater. 

 If not focussed on the game:  take just 5 minutes to think the game through from beginning 
to end and how you will feel if you lose. 

 If out of form: use your imagination.  Use the "Don Bradman": technique.  If I was batting 
poorly against any particular bowler (which happened often as I was a very ordinary 
batsman), I would walk to square leg and imagine that I was Don Bradman and that the 
bowler, rather than having confidence against me, was worried that he was bowling to Don 
Bradman.  I would then walk back to the crease and imagine that I was Don Bradman and 
found that I could hit the ball.  If you are out of form, go onto the football field and 
imagine that you have been best on ground for the past six weeks and that Hawthorn and 
Essendon have both just invited you to play for them.  

 Whether you are in form or out of form you still have the same arms, the same legs, you 
are the same height, etc.  The only difference is in your mental approach to the game.  
Therefore a loss of form can be beaten by mental approach. 

 If its close in a big game:  the big temptation is to stop doing the thing that you've been 
doing all year, e.g. moving the ball around taking risks with attacking handballs, passing 
the ball around the forward line etc.  The temptation is to start bombing the ball along for 
safety.  That is an error.  It is better to continue to attack and to go for the shots regardless 
of the situation.  Towards the end of a close game there is nothing a back man likes better 
than to see the  ball bombed down to a mass of defensive players.  In contrast, it is very 
unnerving for them to see the football moved around at great speed and to see players 
running in numbers ahead of them.   

 They start  having to double guess the likely direction they will have to run in.  Remember, 
good players respond to tight situations by sticking to basics and playing percentage 
moves,  not going for miraculous, spectacular stuff. 

 
OFF THE FIELD 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 In my experience with the University Football Club, I have enjoyed immensely the bus 
trips, team meetings, restaurant trips, boat rides, medal counts and the numerous UFC 
functions.  All of that is part of the camaraderie of the club and represents one of the 
strongest aspects of our football club. 

 
 In addition I have attended weddings, 21st birthdays and one funeral related to the UFC.  

Those occasions remind me of the fact that the players are not just chess pieces to be 
moved around a football field in order to gain maximum advantage, but they are flesh and 
blood human being who will live, study, work, marry, copulate and die either better or 
worse for their involvement in the UFC.  I have enjoyed my association with every player I 
have coached and hope I will continue to enjoy the friendship of those players in 
subsequent years.  One of the most pleasant traditions that has become established in the 



dinner parties Jacqui puts on for small groups of players in front of the open fire during the 
middle of winter.  We have enjoyed getting to know players in that non-football context. 

 
 It is interesting how, after some years, the players remember the dinners at our house as 

much as the bus trips and premierships. It is also interesting how, as they have their own 
children, they realise how powerful an impact a coach can have on their life values, even, 
as with me, the coach isn’t quite aware of it. That is both a privilege and a responsibility.  

 
 A coach can make young men better people. When Peter Wilson was asked who his 

favourite coach was, he did not mention Mick Malthouse, with whom he had won 2 
Premierships, but Ron Alexander. Why? Because, he said, “he didn’t just make me a better 
player, he made me a better man”. That sums it all up.  

 
 
 

   Ron Alexander    Peter Wilson 


