
BASICS OF HOW TO COACH A TEAM 
 

Perspective 

 

Coaching an Odyssey of the Mind team is an exciting and rewarding experience.  It does not 

require specialized skills.  Successful coaches share a genuine enjoyment of young people.  Your 

willingness to enjoy, encourage, cheer up, scowl at, inspire, stimulate, giggle with and 

occasionally yell at and LOVE YOUR TEAM ill allow you to help them learn and grow in ways 

you might not think possible.  

 

Learn to keep a sense of humor. 

 

Odyssey of the Mind is a hands-on educational program for students; it is a hands-off program 

for adults.  The TEAM must solve the problem and create the solution.  If adults (coaches or 

parents) solve the problem, help with the props, etc. the team members will have been robbed of 

a wonderful opportunit6y to experience pride in their problem solution and to develop that sense 

of self-esteem which comes with successful completion of a project. 

 

Control the urge to become emotionally involved at any time.  Do not equate the team’s success 

with your teaching or coaching ability.  The problem solution is their win or loss. 

 

IF YOU ARE IN ODYSSEY OF THE MIND ONLY FOR THE WINNING, YOU ARE IN THE 

WRONG PLACE!!!  Teach your team how to develop the best solution possible (for them) and 

to be proud of what THEY have accomplished. 

 

Organization 

 

Explain Odyssey of the Mind to Team Members 

 

Odyssey is their program.  They solve their chosen problem, they make the decisions and they 

are responsible for the solution. 

 

Any solution which solves the problem within the rules is acceptable.  At a tournament, points 

are earned based on how effective a solution is, how well it works, and how creative it is.  

Finding a solution makes every team a winner. 

 

Participation on an Odyssey team requires a commitment to work for several months with four to 

six other students.  A team consists of five, six, or seven members.  All team members 

participate in brainstorming, developing the solution to the long-term problem and developing 

the style.  At the tournament only five team members may present the team’s long-term solution 

and style, and only five team embers may participate in spontaneous problem solving.  The five 

long-term problem solution presenters are not required to be the same as the five spontaneous 

problem team members. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Team Meetings 

 

Team meetings can be successfully held in a school, at a home, or anywhere students can work.  

Most teams begin meeting once a week.  As tournament time approaches, teams meet on 

weekends and other times as needed to complete projects and practice their performance. 

 

Try to make meeting times consistent and attendance mandatory.  Coaching and membership on 

a team are very real commitments.  Let parents know the team meeting schedule. 

 

It is the coach’s job to: 

� Organize team meetings 

� Set rules and regulations for behaviour at meetings 

� Help the team develop a timeline for task completion 

� Guide the activities so students stay on task at meetings 

� Supervise safe working habits 

 

First Team Meeting 

 

Ask parents to attend the first team meeting.  Explain Odyssey, its philosophy and goals, and 

outside assistance to parents and team members.  Work out a team meeting schedule.  Discuss 

your expectations, and overall calendar, and tournament dates.  Explain to parents their 

responsibilities for helping to gather supplies, carpools, fundraising, and any other non-problem 

solving activities. 

 

No Put-Downs 

 

Enforce the rule that no criticism is allowed, especially during the ‘idea’ phase of the solution 

development.  Comments such as “that’s stupid” or “that’s a dumb idea” can very quickly stop a 

team member from contributing to the problem-solving process. 

 

Free-wheeling is welcomed.  Offbeat and silly ideas may trigger practical breakthroughs that 

might not otherwise occur. 

 

Coaches should emphasize that all ideas generated become ‘team ideas’.  That way, individual 

team members will not feel uncomfortable or rejected when ideas are modified or not used.  

Explain to the team that often it is a ‘late’ idea, usually a combination of ideas that becomes the 

final solution the team will use. 

 

Behavioral Expectations 

 

If a team member’s behaviour is unacceptable, do not be a martyr.  This is a team effort and one 

team member should not be allowed to ruin a group’s objectives.  If you were the coach of a 

basketball team and there was an uncooperative player on the team, you would not let that player 

continue on the floor.  You would bench him/her for the sake of the team.  Do not accept any 

behaviour from a team member that you find objectionable.  Explain that the objectionable 

behaviour gets in the way of accomplishing the team’s objectives.  The team will appreciate your 

stand. 

 



 

Present the Long-Term Problem 

 

Help the team select the long-term problem on which they want to work by generally going 

through all of the problem descriptions.  Facilitate a team discussion so the team can choose the 

problem.  After they start working on the problem, have them re-read the problem description 

every couple of weeks.  It will be surprising what they find they have missed.  They should also 

be familiar with the rules in the handbook. 

 

Getting the Most Out of the Team 

 

Don’t limit their ideas. 

 

Respond to the team’s questions with “How, What, When, and Where DO YOU THINK?” 

 

Help the team find resources and information so they can develop their own solution to the 

problem. 

 

Help the team set up a basic time table to make sure all jobs are completed.  A calendar can be 

used:  the tasks and who is to work on each one should be indicated. 

 

Conduct Spontaneous Training 

 

Develop teamwork by practicing brainstorming and spontaneous problems.  

 

Help the Team Obtain Materials and Knowledge to Solve their Problem 

 

Teams must design and product their own problem solutions.  They must limit their solutions to 

the use of materials and methods which they can handle without help.  Adults may show team 

members basic skills necessary to produce their solution, i.e., sewing, nailing, sawing, welding, 

etc. but may not demonstrate by doing the required activity on the team’s actual solution. 

 

Costumes and any problem solution may consist of ready-made pieces, put together in a manner 

designed by the team.  It is the final product which the team must design and produce, not 

necessarily each of its parts. 

Develop Team Spirit 

 

Help students learn how to support each other; how to use each team member to make the best 

contribution to the team effort. 

 

Break into Smaller Groups 

 

After the team has its basic solution and it is time to write the script, build the props, and make 

the costumes, etc., different groups should e organized to work separately on their tasks.  Many 

of these tasks can be completed outside of team meetings. 

 

 

 

 



 

Practice Sessions 

 

When a team first practices, set-up and performance times will usually be much longer than their 

finished performance time.  Don’t let your team panic – this is normal!  Time them with a stop 

watch sot hey become aware of their timing compared to the time limit as stated in their problem 

description.  Repeated practices help teams adjust their set-up and performance to fit the 

requirements.  If a team has had adequate practice sessions, they will feel capable of dealing with 

the many things that invariably go wrong at a tournament and they will be better prepared to 

handle any mishaps. 

 

 

Miscellaneous Helpful Hints 
 

 

READ, READ, READ.  The Odyssey of the Mind Program Guide, the problems, etc. 

 

GET TOGETHER AND/OR TALK WITH OTHER COACHES.  You can learn additional 

ways to motivate your team; you won’t feel like you’re the only one; you will find interesting, 

forward moving, caring people:  You will find you are also part of a team; you will increase your 

comfort level and enjoyment of coaching. 

 

KEEP THE TEAM ON TRACK.  Allow your team the time and luxury of fantasizing, but 

bring them back to reality.  If the team members imagine a solution to the long-term problem, 

they can probably build it, but cost limits, size limits, time limits, etc. must be considered. 

 

PAY ATTENTION TO DETAILS.  Have the team read and reread the rules.  Help them 

understand that the problem solutions will be judged according to the stated rules.  Lack of 

attention to detail led to the Challenger disaster.  Attention to detail made organ transplants 

possible.   

 

WHEN TIRED, TAKE A BREAK.  Sometimes the best solution to the problem is to take a 

break. 

 

HAVE FUN WITH THE TEAM MEMBERS.  Help the team laugh when things go wrong.  

Help them develop an “Oh, well, back to the drawing board” attitude.  Keep them on task, but 

don’t chide them for failures.  Every failure means they learned a way it won’t work. 

 

PRAISE THE TEAM MEMBERS.  When the team members have done their best, no matter 

how they placed at the tournament tell them how proud you are of them.  Sometimes tears of 

defeat can turn into smiles just by knowing that you, someone who has become one of the most 

important people in their lives, think that they are great.  That’s what it’s all about anyway!! 

 

IT IS HARD WORK!!!  Coaching and Odyssey of the Mind team is unlike coaching any 

other sport because the coach is NOT the leader, NOT the Problem Solver, and NOT the 

Decision Maker.  NOT being any of those things is VERY HARD WORK! 


