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If I had the chance to interview coach John Wooden, I think it might have sounded 
something like this. Enjoy. 
 
Me: Coach, what does success mean? 
 
Coach: Championships! 
 
Me: Coach, how is it that you won 10 championships in 12 years? 
 
Coach: It’s not as hard as you think. George, you write about it in your article and talk 
about it on radio. First, our players knew that they were not there to play or compete; they 
were there to win championships, as this is the ultimate success I prepared them for. 
Then, we never worried about who we played. You call it super-decompetition. We spent 
our time perfecting winning, then made it happen on the court, no matter what uniform 
the other guys wore. I demanded that from my team. Finally, I allowed the players to take 
pride in their championships. It was my obligation to teach them to win and to enjoy their 
efforts. 
 
Me: How important was the third block of your Pyramid, the concept of being loyal? 
 
Coach: We could have never won championships had our players not been loyal to 
themselves, then to each other. I drilled into them to be true to themselves and to their 
teammates.  
 
Me: Coach, your Pyramid of Success seems to be about the individual, and not the team. 
How were you able to get them to play as a team? 
 
Coach: George, you know this. Each team is made up of a bunch of “I’s.” The more each 
“I” prepares themselves to win, the better the chance that the team can win. Loyalty 
meant that if a player remained loyal to making himself into a championship player, it 
would naturally translate into teams becoming championship teams. Let me explain it this 
way. I had a player named Tommy Curtis, who could have led the team and the Pac-8 
conference in scoring each year, but that’s not we needed from him. What we needed 
from him, as our point guard, was to captain this team and to adjust his game to fit the 
offense, which already had great scorers like Bill Walton and Keith (Jamaal) Wilkes. 
Tommy didn’t like it at first, but that’s what was needed at the time. So he told himself, if 
this was what the team needs, then this is who I have to become and what I have to do. 



George, it’s how you explain that there actually is an “I” in team, and Tommy was loyal 
to that idea. And, wouldn’t you know it, he captained my team to a national 
championship in 1973. And to this day, my players still talk about how he was so loyal to 
the team that he changed his entire game for the sake of winning championships. What is 
it you say George? Bam? Well, a big bam to Tommy Curtis. 
 
Me: Coach, was your loyalty to each individual on the team or to winning as a team?  
Coach: George, you know I am an English teacher, and to be fair to my students, I had to 
teach them winning in the classroom. What I mean is that if I allowed them to do 
anything but get the right answer, I was failing them as a teacher. It is not a part of my 
character to allow students to do anything but the right thing, as it would carry over into 
their careers and lifestyles. If I let them get away with wrong answers, I would have sent 
them into the world unprepared and disappointed. I held to the same principles for my 
teams. Anything but planning on winning championships were less than they deserved, so 
I didn’t allow for it. I never gave them a choice. It was hard then, but to this day, my 
players thank me for teaching them how to win, first as individuals, then as teams. 
 
Me: Coach, what is the enemy of loyalty?  
 
Coach: As an English teacher, saying there is an “I” in team goes against all the rules of 
grammar, but I understand the concept. Thus, the enemy to loyalty is not the “I” in team, 
so to speak, it’s the “I” in self. Let’s revisit Tommy. Had his loyalty been to his own 
performance (self) and not the team’s, he never would have accomplished what he did, 
nor would have we. The enemy to loyalty is when a player focuses on the “I” in self, not 
the “I” in team. By the way, opposing teams that had a lot of talented players, but served 
their own needs first were the easiest ones to beat. I really don’t enjoy the players who 
celebrate their own accomplishments more than their team’s. That’s why so few are 
champions, because too many are out for themselves. 
 
Me: Coach, thank you. 
 
Coach: Anything for you, George. 
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