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An excellent example of this is Tyrone McCloud, a former small-college 
player at Rowan University. Like most players, Tyrone did not achieve 
great fame, but he did achieve a highly rewarding life outside basketball. 
Tyrone grew up in a deprived community surrounded by violent crime 
and rampant drug use. His family experienced extreme difficulties. He did 
not know his father. He came out of a very weak school system.

However, everyone who knew Tyrone, especially his coach, Rick Bar-
rett, knew he was special. He understood the tragedy that violence and 
drugs created. He stayed away from trouble. It was clear he had a good 
heart and wanted badly to succeed in life. He was admitted to college 
through an equal opportunity program. This program was designed to 
give disadvantaged students a chance at a college education by building 
up their skills and work habits through a variety of activities—extra sum-
mer school courses, required study sessions, basic skills testing, remedial 
classes, and constant monitoring and advising. Tyrone loved it! He loved 
the peace of a college campus. He loved the helpful people.

Tyrone graduated with a degree in sociology, but his favorite class was 
Introduction to Computers. He aced the class, worked as a computer tu-
tor for other students, and got a computer graphics job after graduation. 
He used his computer skills to begin a newsletter and Web site devoted 
to South Jersey basketball (and he sold advertising for profit). He even 
taught Introduction to Computers at a local college. He then went on to 
direct the computer network at the Philadelphia Art Museum. He is a 
great family man and successful by any standard. Indeed, everyone can 
learn, and nothing can stop a committed person from achieving success 
in academics and life.

Cultivating SoCial and inner diSCipline
An important quality in life is the ability to learn from the experiences of 
others in addition to our own experiences. Learning a lesson from others’ 
mistakes is far better than having to suffer the consequences ourselves. 
Many coaches collect articles about athletes getting in trouble. They post 
these articles on a bulletin board in the locker room so that their players 
can read them and learn from them. Discussing such real-life situations 
on a regular basis is a good preventive method.

Some coaches favor early-morning workouts. Coach John Chaney at 
Temple University was well known for the use of morning practices. One 
benefit of morning practice is that after the practice ends, the players have 
the remainder of the day available for academics and rest. In addition, 
morning practices make late-night activities, such as partying, very diffi-
cult. Even if a coach does not like the idea of daily morning practice, some 
morning practices can be scheduled strategically. For example, practices 
could be scheduled for Friday or Saturday mornings, anticipating that a lot 
of students may want to party on Thursday and Friday nights. As Morgan 
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Good Habits
oliver purnell—Clemson university

One thing our players must understand is that we are in a highly competi-
tive situation, vying against more than 300 other schools to win a national 
championship and 12 very strong programs striving to win our conference. 
We explain that teams that do not have off-court distractions have a huge 
advantage over teams with players who get into trouble. In other words, 
off the court just as on it, one error in judgment by one player can cost 
the whole team. That doesn’t mean we keep a very tight leash on all our 
student-athletes. Instead of an elaborate set of formal rules, we simply 
make clear to every player that he is to follow these four guidelines:

1. No drugs.
2. No alcohol.
3. Don’t do anything that would embarrass yourself, your family, or 

your institution.
4. Fulfill your academic obligations.

Aside from the legal issues surrounding alcohol and drugs, they have 
an adverse effect on athletic performance. Early each academic year we 
usually have speakers talk to the team about the ill effects of using and 
abusing those substances. The speakers share a variety of experiences 
that players relate to, and players can see the negative consequences of 
drug and alcohol use—not just during their college years but throughout 
the rest of their lives.

Players also need to understand that their participation in our program 
gives them a high profile in the community, if not the state and the nation. 
The high interest in athletics means coaches and players operate in a fish-
bowl. And, with today’s technology, any indiscretion is likely to be posted 
on the Internet within minutes of its occurrence. So we’d all better realize 
that everything we do can, and often does, become public. That’s why the 
third rule—avoiding situations that would embarrass a player, a family, or 
the institution—must be stressed at the outset of each year and through-
out the year. This reminds players that they have more than themselves 
to consider, and it’s crucial that they behave responsibly or others will be 
adversely affected in some way.

We talk with players about academics every day, not just officially in front 
of the team but also before practice, after practice, and in informal meetings. 
We constantly show interest in how they are doing academically, and we 
keep apprised of their course load and academic progress. This lets them 
know that we are aware of their classroom performance, that we believe 
it is important, and that we care about their education. We don’t address 
academics just when a player is struggling; we also emphasize it when a 
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student-athlete is performing well in the classroom. That player needs that 
positive reinforcement in order to motivate him even more.

Off-court conduct comes down to this: We are creatures of habit. When-
ever there is an important situation, whenever there is pressure, and when-
ever the lights are turned up high, a player’s habits, good or bad, will come 
to the forefront. So we tell every camper, every recruit, and every player in 
our program that if they want to grow on the court, in the classroom, and 
in social situations, they will succeed if they develop good habits.

Something as simple as saying, “Yes, sir” or “No, sir” when respond-
ing to an older man not only shows proper respect but also makes a 
good impression on him and everyone else in the vicinity. If this response 
becomes habit, it reflects well on the individual and is likely to encourage 
the development of other similarly respectful behaviors. Conversely, bad 
habits, whether on the court or off, always come back to haunt players, 
seemingly at the worst moment. For instance, a player makes jump passes 
every time he is trapped or guarded closely. Chances are that if that player 
is pressured hard by the defense in the closing seconds of a game, he’s 
going to leave his feet and get called for a charge or make a turnover. In 
other words, a player’s development of a poor habit led to a costly error 
for the whole team at a crucial time.

When players make decisions on and off the court, habits often take 
over. Whether it’s declining a friend’s offer to have a beer or blocking out 
for a key rebound, people revert to what is ingrained through experience 
when placed in a position to act. If you develop good habits, then those 
habits take over when you need them to. That’s why the conversations we 
have every day with players are so important. We understand as a coach-
ing staff that we are competing for the hearts and minds of these young 
people every day—things they are exposed to, the decisions they have to 
make. We have to be a major influence on them if we are to ensure their 
behavior reflects positively on them, their team, and their institution. They 
must be taught the right things, and consistently. It all comes down to 
building those habits.

My favorite student-athlete is Cliff Hammonds. Cliff received the Skip 
Prosser Award as the top student-athlete in the ACC. He had a double 
major in architecture and psychology and graduated with roughly a 3.8 GPA. 
He also was a four-year starter and senior captain on our team. When he 
came in, he was very quiet; as a sophomore we wanted him to start to be 
a leader. By the time he was a junior, we asked him to be a vocal leader. 
Everything that we asked him to do he did. The reason we were able to get 
better and better for the last four years as a team was that he was such a 
great role model for the rest of our guys. He was a shining light.
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