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T H E  C O A C H I N G  C O R E

About Travis

Before we dive into winning influence and helping people reach new heights, let me 
tell you a little about myself.

I have been married to Cherice since 1999 and we have three kids, Trevor, Cooper 
and Ellie. 

I played baseball at Wichita state University from 1993-1996. I spent three years in the 
Miami Marlins organization before embarking on an 11-year college baseball coaching 
journey. That took me to University of Iowa, Creighton University, Des Moines Area 
Community College and then finally to Dallas Baptist University. 

After leaving college coaching in 2010 I spent six years as a pastor on a church staff. 
Then in 2017 I started Kingdom Coaching, my consulting business, helping coaches 
win in all areas of life. And finally in 2019 I starting my podcast, Coaching DNA. 

My experiences have uniquely equipped and prepared me to add massive value to 
coaches. 

My eleven years of coaching allows me to identify with the stress and strains of what 
you go through. Because I have been in your shoes, I can identify with you in almost 
every situation.

During my time as a pastor I felt like I got a Ph.D. in human psychology and behavior. 
My experience allows me to get to the root of issues that coaches face. The biggest 
mistake I see is we spend our time trying to solve surface issues when the real problem 
is under the surface, residing at the root level. My experience allows me to help 
coaches solve root issues.

My consulting work and podcast have created a greenhouse effect for me. I get to 
work with and interview the elite of the elite.  I get to spend time with really really 
sharp people who are experienced, have had great success, and are high character 
people. Because of this, I grow and flourish at an unbelievable rate.
I hope this book adds value to you as a leader and coach.
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The Coaching Core
A Life of Influence and Helping People Reach New Heights

“Kids have changed!” 
“Kids these days!”  
“I don’t ever remember doing that when I was growing up!” 
“Kids lack the toughness we used to have!” 
“When we were that age we were working out 2 to 3 hours a day!” 
“We just went to the playground… we didn’t need a select team!”

You have undoubtedly said something like the above. If you haven’t said it, you’ve 
probably thought it. I think every generation has said statements like these. I am 
in my mid-late 40’s and I can guarantee you that my parents and people their age 
said similar statements about my generation. But, while generation after generation 
throws up their hands in exasperation at the youth of today, I actually think kids have 
changed on the surface but are the exact same at their core. 

We would be naïve to think that kids have not changed on some level. The way they 
communicate, their attention span, the stress and strains that come with growing up 
in a social media world are real. However, at their core, I truly don’t believe they are 
any different than any previous generation.

So what do we do? 

We figure out what are the key core principles to winning influence and 
developing people. 
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This is not to say that we ignore the challenges and temptations that kids face these 
days. It is imperative that we learn about the environment that shapes our kids and 
their character.  

I am assuming that if you are reading this, you are passionate and driven to win 
influence with your student-athletes so that you can help them be all they can be, 
both in sport and in life.  Influence is defined as the capacity to have an effect on the 
character, development, or behavior of someone or something, or the effect itself. It 
is really hard to develop people and help them be all that they can be with out the 
ability to win influence.

My hope is that this book gives you some encouragement, resources, and reminders 
to help you be a coach and leader who is evolving with the times to have maximum 
impact on your athletes. Now, more than ever, we need coaches and leaders who 
are equipped, tough, empathetic, and bright. My passion is to equip, resource, and 
develop leaders in the sports space; to pour into coaches so they can continue to 
pour out. 

Coaches and leaders spend an overwhelming majority of their days pouring into their 
athletes and staff with no one pouring into them. I want to change that. 

Here I lay out six principles for winning influence and helping people reach new 
heights. These six pillars are:  

•  Clarity
•  Trust
•  High Challenge and Support
•  Connection
•  Feedback
•  Inspiration. 

T W O  P I L L A R S

All six of these are important. I encourage you to be intentional to do all six. But not 
bringing clarity or building trust will train wreck your leadership. They diminish your 
leadership at two different paces. Lack of clarity hurts over time; compromising trust 
hurts immediately, but both hurt!

Lets get to work on the six principles of winning influence and helping people reach 

new heights!
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Clarity
I think there are two massively important keys to leadership. In no particular order they 
are clarity and trust. Every single good leader I know brings clarity to their people. 
If you don’t know where you are going and/or if you don’t affectively communicate 
that vision, you will struggle as a leader. Clarity is knowing your personal purpose. 
Clarity is having the vision to know where you want your program to go, the vision or 
mission. It is knowing how you want to get there, the values and strategies. Bringing 
clarity is being able to communicate these things clearly and succinctly.

The opposite of clear is vague. Have you ever communicated with someone that 
came across as vague? You were able to follow what they were saying but not really 
comprehend or internalize the message. You tried to give them the benefit of the 
doubt but the longer you listened, the harder time you had trusting this person’s 
authority.

This is what happens in programs. The leader is vague. He or she talks in circles. They 
make some sense but overall there is a feeling that the leader doesn’t know where he 
or she wants to go or the way to get there. This doesn’t hurt you as a leader on day 
one. Maybe not even on day two, three, or four. But sooner or later, this lack of clarity 
in communication will limit your leadership or even torpedo it. 

Author David Horsager tells the story of an elderly gentleman named Orville that 
works out at the same gym: 

One day, David saw Orville slowly shuffling to the workout area. He was cautiously and 
slowly shuffling his feet, barely missing all the workout machines. David saw Orville 
making his way to the treadmill. Orville gingerly stepped up on the treadmill and 
reached for the start button. David froze, knowing he didn’t have time to get there 
and help. David watched in amazement as Orville’s legs kept pace with the increasing 
speed of the treadmill. And then it hit David. Orville’s problem was not his legs. It was 
his sight. He couldn’t see where he was going. So he shuffled slowly, unsurely, and 
timidly. 

When we lack clarity, we shuffle along unsure of our next step, just like Orville.
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A C T I O N  S T E P : 

•  Write out your vision/mission. Write out your values, strategies, expectations, 
etc. Writing is the best way to reveal where your vision and communication 
are vague. Writing will quickly expose the areas you need more knowledge or 
understanding.

•  Clarity involves simplifying the complex. This is often an exercise in “cutting 
the fat” to make sure you have kept the main things the main things. When 
bringing clarity to a drill, a new offense, or the big picture of your program, 
use two strategies. The first is to simplify to as few bullet points as possible. 
Communicating in a systematic, step-by-step process helps. If you are all over 
the place, those you lead will be, too. Strategy two is to use stories. Stories 
bring color and texture to your bullet points. Paint a vivid picture for your 
people. The combination of these two strategies helps to bring clarity!
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Trust
Trust is the other side of the leadership coin. You could be the greatest communicator, 
tactician, and recruiter, but without trust you will never get your program to a high 
level. 

Trust is the engine of a car. Without an engine, the car will not go. Without trust, 
influence is impossible. Without trust, teams implode. Without trust, morale is low. 
Without trust, performance is hindered. Without trust, speed and efficiency is slowed. 

I actually believe people are less trusting now than they have ever been. More and 
more people are leery of leaders. Because of repeated abuses of power over the 
years and more exposure and awareness to these abuses, many people actually start 
off by NOT trusting. Now trust is something that must be won even if you haven’t 
personally done anything to lose it.

How do you build trust? There are three keys to building and sustaining trust 
with people in your program. People must positively experience your character, 
competence, and care for you to build trust. Before we dive into these three areas, 
notice I said “experience” your character, competence, and care. Most coaches I 
know believe they do things right, care for the people in their program, and are good 
coaches. However, it doesn’t matter what you think. It is how people experience you. 
One of the things that will hurt how people experience your character, competence, 
and care is to have misalignment in what you say and do. 

T H E  T H R E E  K E Y S :

•  Be a person of character. It is really hard to build trust when you lack honesty, 
integrity, and congruence.

•  Be competent. As a leader, you must know what you are doing. If you are not 
able to develop others, you WILL lose the trust of those following you.

•  Be caring. Be about others. Be compassionate, show appreciation, give credit 
away, and take a genuine interest in others by connecting.

In a Ted Talk with over 4 million views, Frances Frei gives three ways to win trust. She 
doesn’t use the same wording but they parallel the three keys:

•  Be authentic. (character)
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•  Have sound logic (competence)
•  Show empathy (care)

Daniel Coyle in his book Culture Code writes of creating psychological safety 
within your organization. Coyle shares that being honest and candid, having high 
expectations, communicating that each person is an important part of the program, 
and inviting feedback and collaboration will increase this safety. 

A C T I O N  S T E P :

•  There has to be alignment between what you say and what you do. Any 
misalignment will kill trust. 

•  Make alignment an area of constant conversation with your staff. Consistently 
bring up the question “Has anyone seen areas where what we say is not in 
alignment with what we are doing?” If you will make it a priority to be on the 
look out for inconsistencies you will more quickly fix the misalignment. 
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High Challenge and High Support
How do you get the most out of your student-athletes? For many leaders it is drive, 
challenge, drive, challenge; rinse and repeat. They are unrelenting in their drive for 
more and better. For some leaders, it is to encourage the student-athlete, support 
them, mix in some affirmation, support a little more and end with some last-minute 
encouragement. 

So which is right?

Both. 

You need to encourage and support as well as challenge and hold accountable. 
One without the other is incomplete. If you just push and challenge, the athletes will 
resent and dislike you because you don’t care for them as people. If you just support 
and encourage, they will lose respect because you don’t help them reach their full 
potential.

I think this is a principle of human achievement. It is impossible for people to reach 
their full potential if they do not experience both challenge and support at a high 
level. I don’t care if you are talking about CEOs, pastors, power five head football 
coaches, or professional coaches. 

The best example I have seen of this is Brent Kemnitz, my college pitching coach. He 
had an amazing ability to challenge us at an elite level and all the while communicating 
and showing support. As a pitching staff, we wanted to perform well so we didn’t let 
him down. 

A C T I O N  S T E P :

•  Most of us naturally lean towards challenge or support. Be aware of being 
negligent of the ‘weaker’ area. 

•  The athletes inform us of our level of challenge or support to some degree. 
It is important that you pay attention to the athletes needs. Be aware if an 
athlete could use an extra dose of challenge or support. 

•  Make both the support and challenge as specific as possible. “Lets go!!!” 
never helped anyone get better.  Everyone appreciates a “Good job” however 
it is more effective to give a “Good job fighting through the adversity in the 
second set and making the appropriate corrections!”
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Connect
Connecting ties into building trust by caring. However I have been around coaches 
that truly did care about their student-athletes and the athletes knew it, but the leader 
did not connect well.

We have probably heard the quote by Maya Angelou “People will forget what you 
said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made 
them feel.” Connection is to trust like gas is to a fire. It enhances it ten-fold. 

Jimmy Elgas is the head basketball coach at Henderson State. He connects with 
his athletes at a level I have never seen anywhere else. It starts from day one in 
the recruiting process and continues until they graduate. There is no magic. He just 
connects deeply. He is a great asker of questions. He is curious about their lives, their 
backgrounds, outside of who they are as an athlete. He dives into hard situations with 
his players. He takes calls at noon and midnight and doesn’t bat an eye.

Some people are better at connecting than others. We all have our strengths and 
constraints. The good news is anyone can improve. Most of us might never be to the 
level of Jimmy, but we all can get better. 

In 2016 I was at a training and I was visiting with a former high school baseball coach. 
He asked me about my current job in ministry and then asked, “What is the biggest 
challenge you are facing in your work right now?” I loved that question. I felt like he 
cared and was interested to learn about me. It obviously had a great impact on me. In 
my experience, most people will not ask questions and are not curious about people. 
It is one way to stick out, gain connection, and also win influence.
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A C T I O N  S T E P :

•  This might be the best and most valuable tip I can give: If you want to connect 
on a deep level with anybody, be inquisitive! The most simple way to connect 
with people is to ask good questions. Don’t just ask, “How was your day?” Ask 
questions that add value to them by challenging them to think. 

•  Be a great listener! This is the other side of the asking question coin. Active 
listening involves you connecting with eye contact, asking questions, then 
asking follow up questions, and often repeating back something that was 
mentioned. It also looks like following up at a later date about what you talked 
about.

•  Spend time with your assistants. One successful coach I have worked with 
has a policy that the staff eats lunch together every day. No questions. Can’t 
afford it? Bring a brown-bag lunch. This gives him more opportunity and time 
to connect with his assistants. He would attribute much of their staff health to 
these daily lunches.

•  Be vulnerable. It is really hard for people to connect with someone who always 
has their walls up. This doesn’t mean you share all your deepest and darkest 
secrets with everyone in your program, but it does mean that you need to 
allow people below the surface at times. 
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Feedback
John Mayer, head beach volleyball coach at Loyola Marymount does “Feedback 
Friday” with his athletes. Every athlete gets a sheet of paper and pen and gets to 
share things they liked and things that could improve. John says it has been a game-
changer for him.

Dan Heefner, head baseball coach at DBU does a “360° Evaluation” with his staff 
members at the end of the spring. Every staff member evaluates all the other staff 
members, including Dan.

In order to invite feedback as a leader, you must be comfortable in your own skin. 
Most of the time when leaders resist feedback, it is due to their own insecurity. They 
would rather risk not improving than potentially hear something negative or critical 
about their leadership. One of the best things a leader can do is to create a healthy 
environment of feedback in their program. Teach your athletes and staff how to give 
and receive feedback in healthy ways. 

It is important to create an environment of continual growth, especially within the 
staff. It is assumed athletes need to keep getting better. However, too often, the 
coaching staff culture is “do your job.” This mentality will prevent free-flowing, honest 
feedback because coaches have to defend “how they are doing their job.”

A C T I O N  S T E P S :

•  Bernie Holiday, mental skills coach for the Pittsburg Pirates, does a “One Up 
and One Down” exercise with the Pirates. It is super simple but really helpful. 
Create some space weekly (or maybe multiple times a week) to give and 
receive feedback. Simply give one thing that people have done well and one 
thing they need to improve on. Give your staff and athletes opportunities to 
give you “one up and one down” feedback. 

•  Call out the gold in people. It is really amazing when you take time to tell 
someone the strengths you see in him or her. Make a habit of thoughtfully 
calling out the good you see in other people. Partnered with effective listening, 
feedback can be a huge force of growth for a staff.

•  One key to feedback is knowing how to receive it. It is critical that you are not 
defensive and say thank you when someone gives you feedback.  By modeling 
how to receive it, you, as a leader, are setting the tone for the whole program.
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Inspire
Simon Sinek, in his popular book Start with Why makes a case that inspiration starts 
with helping people find out their “Why.” Because if the “why” is big enough, people 
will find a way. 

So the first step is unearthing the “why.’ When the “why” is clear, you bring clarity, 
build trust and connect with the people in your program, challenge and support 
them, and give thoughtful, helpful feedback, inspiration will flow.

Storytelling is a great way to inspire. Storytelling is a skill that can be developed and 
will pay massive dividends. Telling stories can be a simple way. The second easiest 
skill (below asking good questions) to develop that pays rewarding dividends is 
storytelling. Telling stories can be a simple way to inspire people. Stories paint a 
picture that facts can’t and bring to life things that bullet points don’t. 

Inspiration doesn’t happen because of logical reasoning. It happens when you have a 
pulse on your staff’s and athletes’ hearts and know their “why” which enables you to 
paint a compelling picture for them. 

A C T I O N  S T E P :

•  If you are going to present something to your team or staff, prepare for the 
meeting by thinking of a story that applies to the topic. It will take more time 
to prepare but the impact will increase dramatically. 

•  Spend time working on the skill of storytelling. This is not a fixed trait. You 
can grow in this area. Be intentional about improving. Or you can join an 
organization called Toastmasters. It is a club where you get to practice public 
speaking. I joined a year ago and it has helped me become more comfortable 
speaking and in turn has helped me become a better storyteller. Or just use 
your commute to get reps in by telling and re-telling stories.

•  The other key to becoming a better storyteller is keeping track of stories. You 
will 10X your inspiration and communication when you have the right story for 
the right topic!
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Conclusion
My friend Tom Black, Head Volleyball Coach at University of Georgia, has taught me 
to consistently look at the dichotomy of all things. Every thing we do can be taken too 
far or twisted from its intended use. With that in mind, I wanted to show what these 
six pillars are not.

•  They are not a new “method” to get the most out of your athletes.

•  Clarity is not you “borrowing” some values from a program you admire and 
then becoming proficient at talking about them.

•  Trust is not a way to easier manipulate.

•  High support is not lip service so you can challenge.

•  There is more to connection than a 15-minute scheduled meeting once a 
semester.

•  The heart of feedback is that you actually hear from your athletes and learn, 
not an exercise you do to check off the to-do list.

•  Inspiration is not a rah rah speech before a big game. 

We as humans love programs and check lists. We love to be told, “Do A, B, and C and 
you will get 1, 2, and 3!” We love those types equations. But leadership is primarily 
about relationships and relationships don’t work like programs or equations. They are 
messy, they take time, and they will interrupt “your work” a lot. 

These six steps must come from a sincere place of wanting to influence and help your 
athletes reach heights they never thought they could. 

Being a leader and coach is really hard. There is so much nuance to leadership. How 
you implement these six pillars will play out differently depending on your context, 
your people, etc. That is actually an incredibly good thing, that you can take these 
principles and make them uniquely your own. Regardless of how you utilize and 
implement them, I am convinced that bringing great clarity, building trust, challenging 
and supporting your athletes and staff at a high level, connecting and inspiring will 
lead to influencing your people and helping them reach new heights!
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CHECKLIST: Fill this out yourself and consider letting a trusted staff member also 
fill it out about you. Our internal perceptions are often different than how others 
experience us. 

C L A R I T Y

 Do you have clarity on your “Why”?
 Do you have clarity on your vision?
 Do you have clarity on your values?
 Do you have clarity on your strategies?
 Are you able to clearly and succinctly articulate the above?
  Do all the people associated with your program have clarity on vision, values, 
and strategies?
  Does your staff have clarity on their roles, responsibilities, and expectations?
  Does your student athletes have clarity on their roles and expectations?

T R U S T

  Do all the people in your program experience your character, competence, 
and care in a positive way?
  Do people know you? And do you know people?
  Would the people in your program consider you authentic?
  Would your staff say you make sound decisions?
  Do people believe you can help them be their best?
  Do you show empathy?
  Is there an area in your coaching that you are noticeably weak in that you need 
to grow in? 
  Is there alignment in what you say and what you do?

H I G H  C H A L L E N G E  A N D  S U P P O R T

  Do you have healthy, high expectations for yourself, your staff and athletes?
  Do you support them to reach great heights?
  When you challenge your athletes, do you do so in a healthy way?
  What does support of your staff and athletes look like?
  How do you know when challenge is needed versus support?
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C O N N E C T

  What are the ways you currently connect with your staff?
  What are the ways you currently connect with your athletes?
  What are some different ways to connect with both staff and athletes?
  How inquisitive and curious are you about other people?

F E E D B A C K

  How often does direct and clear feedback from you to your staff happen?
  How often does direct and clear feedback from you to your athletes happen?
  How often does direct and clear feedback from your staff to you happen?
  How often does direct and clear feedback from your athletes to you happen?
  How does the feedback happen? (verbal, written, sit down, on the fly, etc.)

I N S P I R E

  Do you know your staff’s “Why”?
  Do you know your athletes’ “Why”?
  How often do you tell stories to your staff or team?
  How good of a storyteller are you? (Would your staff agree?)
  Are you able to paint a picture of your staff and athletes future and help them 
reach that vision? 

F O R  M O R E  F R O M  T R AV I S  W Y C K O F F,  V I S I T : 

KINGDOMCOACHINGTW.COM

http://www.KingdomCoachingTW.com
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