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Persistence – 
The Wrestler’s Model

he word persistence should remind us of the children’s 
story, The Little Engine That Could. In this charming fairy 
tale, a long train breaks down on a steep mountain, and 
after larger trains refuse to assist, the little engine takes 

on the task of moving the larger train. Typically, as children, we 
enjoyed the small engine’s repetition of, “I think I can, I think I can” 
and may have even cheered when the little engine finally succeeded 
in pulling the larger train over the mountain. 

The Merriam-Webster kids’ definition of persistence offers this: 
“stubbornly continuing to do something.”

We’re coaches. We know that breakdowns happen all the time in 
athletics, that others will refuse to help, and that steep mountains 
will always confront us. How stubborn should we be? If we follow 
the wrestler’s model, the answer is very stubborn.  

It is interesting that common synonyms for persistence are 
endurance, durability, and perseverance. These terms often surface 
in wrestling, usually in relation to a wrestler’s cardiovascular 
endurance or their physical durability. They also apply to the elite 
wrestler’s mental strength to take on all challenges, endure all 
hardships, and never quit.

Persistence, however, is not so easily 
developed. For example, John Miller 
of Perry (OH) High School considered 
quitting several times as a high school 
wrestler. He won only one match as a 
freshmen junior varsity wrestler and 
showed little promise to be an elite athlete. 
He decided, however, to persist. “I didn’t 
want to come back. I really didn’t,” Miller 
admits. “But my brother was a state 
qualifier and a state placer. He told me to 
do what I want but urged me to stick with 
it.”  Miller then joined older, successful 
Perry athletes at morning workouts, he 
drilled in the off-season, and he attended 
practice faithfully. He made the varsity 
team as a junior, won twenty matches, 
but almost quit again after losing in the 
Sectional Tournament. He talked to his 
coach, however, who reminded him to be 
persistent.

“That’s what we do at Perry. We 
encourage kids to keep going,” says Perry 
head coach Dave Rowan, a former All-
American at Edinboro University. “If you 
keep doing the right thing, eventually 
you’ll be successful. Staying consistent and 
focused says a lot about who Johnny Miller 
is.”

His senior year, Miller won 39 matches 
and qualified to the State Tournament.

Johnny Miller persisted, but not all 
athletes do. They and the rest of us should 
recognize the symptoms associated with 
anxiety, the enemy of persistence:  doubt, 
anger, frustration, negativity, regrets, and 
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2019 University of Wisconsin Vs. University of Iowa Dual - 125 lbs. Spencer Lee (Iowa) with a 
takedown attempt on Michael Cullen (Wisconsin). Lee won by technical fall 16-0; 3:13. Photo by G 
Wyatt Schultz.
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even poor health. Our wrestlers may leave conflicts unresolved and 
sometimes over-react to challenges. They may complain of stomach 
cramps and a loss of appetite, lose concentration, withdraw from 
others, talk too often about the season being over, or overreact 
to minor problems. If they can eliminate these self-destructive 
behaviors and emotional surges and stay persistent, they improve 
their chances of being successful in competitions.

What is it, then, that the elite wrestler does to turn worry into 
winning and tension into triumph? They review the psychology of 
pressure and commit to the power of persistence to stay focused 
on their goals.

Feeling mental pressure or anxiety originates, in effect, from an 
inner complaint. The wrestler may blame himself/herself when 
a problem occurs. Much like competing alone on the mat, they 
feel alone with the problem. This prompts most wrestlers to train 
harder in practice and increase their intensity level, but then they 
sadly discover that the anxiety still remains. Suddenly, more than 
one obstacle exists:  the actual problem(s) and the anxiety.  

Most individuals try to hide their anxiety, but this is the wrong 
way to go.  Although unpleasant, all this worry and tension must be 
talked about and brought out into the open. The pressure, even the 
feeling of fear, has to be acknowledged. The stress can’t be ignored 
or hidden. 

The wrestler’s stress could be caused by his/her worry about 
an uncertain outcome. For too many athletes, their imaginations 
too often dramatize their failure in a competition rather than 
their potential for success. Although an opponent might have the 
physical presence of Pee Wee Herman, an anxiety-filled wrestler 
imagines them to be the Hulk. Even if he or she has lost to that 
opponent previously, an athlete should still feel optimistic about 
winning. As Olympic Bronze Medalist and 2x World Champion 
(86 kg) J’den Cox says, “Last time is not this time.”   

Stress cannot be overcome with emotion. Anger, revenge, or 
rage does nothing to improve skills or lessen the pressure. Elite 
wrestlers realize that every competition involves uncertainty – 
about the outcome, the official’s calls, and the maneuvers in the 
competition itself. This uncertainty should not be feared. It should 
be enjoyed. Athletes should exert faith in their abilities, not fury. 
Roy Campanella achieved great success as a major league baseball 
player and coach. He also confronted his paralysis with the same 
persistent attitude. He gives excellent advice: “When you’re in a 
slump, you don’t feel sorry for yourself. That’s when you have to 

try harder. You have to have faith, hope, and conviction that you 
can lick it . . . You just have to be mentally tough.” And persistent.

Another example is Olympic Gold Medal winner Glen Brand 
whose wrestling career at Iowa State University reflects persistence. 
At the NCAA tournament, he was 3rd in 1946, 2nd in 1947, and 
finally 1st in 1948, defeating Joe Scarpello who had beaten Brand 
in the finals of the 1947 NCAA tournament. The two met again in 
1948 at the Olympic trials and Brand won again to earn the honor 
of representing the United States at the 1948 London Olympics. In 
training for the Olympics, Brand trained daily with Scarpello who, 
as the alternate, still competed with the hope he could represent 
our country at that weight class. Brand, however, was persistent 
and maintained his spot on the team and eventually won the Gold 
Medal. 

Brand’s performance in the Olympic games also demonstrated 
his persistence. After a narrow 2-1 opening round victory, Brand’s 
doggedness led him to pin his next two opponents. In his semifinal 
match against a athlete from Turkey, Brand says, “I told myself that 
I was going to wrestle this Turk so hard that he will run out of gas 
and won’t be able to keep up with me energy-wise. I did everything 
possible to make him work hard. After about twelve minutes, he 
had enough.” Brand pinned the Turkish athlete at the 13:24 minute 
mark of the match.

Brand then shut out his opponent from Sweden 3-0 in the finals. 
Elite wrestlers realize that as they confront challenges and 

problems, they must remain persistent about their potential to be 
successful. They should never lose their confidence. Observers in 
the bleachers typically see elite athletes reflect an image of calm 
self-confidence, often appearing as strong, positive, and relaxed 
even during difficult situations. 

When asked what makes a college athlete successful, one college 
assistant coach in Ohio, says, “Perseverance probably number one. 
There’s going to be things in your life that will set you back, you 
have to keep moving forward . . . and if you want to accomplish 
something, it’s up to you to do it.” 

After Nathaniel Brown enrolled at Lehigh University, he initially 
struggled balancing his academics with wrestling. Brown credits 
persistence for helping him succeed as a student and athlete while 
dealing with “a lot of growing and a lot of tears.” He adds, “My 
Lehigh experience has also provided me with plenty of failures, so 
I’ve learned how to bounce back from a failure and learned how to 
keep digging.” 



Brown’s persistence paid off as he became a 2x All-American 
at Lehigh. He cites his adoption of a persistent mind-set as 
changing the way he competed in 2013. “I remember it being the 
first time I consciously made the decision to keep working rather 
than taking the easy way out,” he says. “My mind controlled my 
body.” 

Elite wrestlers avoid excuse-making. Any disappointment 
they may feel after a competition is never directed at others (i.e., 
the official, the coach, teammates, fans). They get the complaint 
or issue out in the open and deal with it in a mature way, possibly 
in a private and calm discussion with a coach or family member. 
The late college football coach Paul Bear Bryant understood this 
and recommended, “When you make a mistake, there are only 
three things you should ever do about it: (1) admit it; (2) learn 
from it; and (3) don’t repeat it.” 

Clayton Rush, a 2x NCAA Division III national wrestling 

champion his final two years at Coe College, felt crushed after 
painful losses at the NCAAs his freshmen and sophomore 
seasons. However, he persisted in his quest to become a national 
champion. He admits in an interview on a Wrestling Mindset 
podcast that losing in the finals his freshman season brought 
tears the next day as he drove home, and his 5th place finish 
his sophomore year  (which also included knee surgery and an 
injured shoulder) left him fatigued with the sport and listless. 
“My mind was broken,” he says. “I was ready to be done.”

When pressed up against themselves, many wrestlers decide 
to quit to relieve the burden of trying to succeed on the mat 
while dealing with other issues off the mat. They simply want 
to eliminate another anxiety-producing activity from their life. 
Sports psychologists call this “burn out.”  Other terminology is 
“mental fatigue” and “getting stressed out.” 

Rush, however, chose to first take a brief break in the off-
season and then return to the mats with 
renewed enthusiasm and persistence. “I just 
looked to the future to see what I needed 
to do to get better,” he says. He changed his 
workout patterns, he refreshed his brain, he 
reaffirmed for himself that he was a great 
wrestler. Did he ever have doubts he would 
succeed and become a national champion? 
“If something negative pops in your mind, 
you erase it,” Rush proclaims. “You have to 
be disciplined in wrestling.”  

Persistence enables elite athletes to keep 
striving to achieve their goals. Even after 
a loss, they do not abandon their goals or 
lessen their effort in pursuit of them. They 
wisely wait to analyze the loss, realizing 
that directly after a competition, they are 
probably still too charged up. The time to 
reflect and analyze a loss should be later 
when the athlete is more clear-headed 
and can be more objective. This period of 
reflection is also connected to persistence.

The persistent wrestler shuns negativity 
and discouragement, especially when they 
sense it in others. They train themselves to 
sustain a positive mindset about themselves 
and their potential to succeed, they remain 
focused on their goals, and they recognize 
that wrestling can involve both physical and 
mental exhaustion. Elite wrestlers learn to 
handle the grind of the season and any loss 
in a competition. In short, they are persistent 
and, like that little engine, stubborn about 
being successful, regardless of the difficulty 
of the task or competition in front of them.

Keith Manos is a member of the Ohio 
Wrestling Coaches Hall of Fame and an 
author of multiple books for wrestling 
coaches, including this excerpted 
from Keith’s newest book The Elite 
Wrestler which can be purchased at 
coacheschoice.com or on Amazon.

COACHES Corner

Page 12 Wrestling USA Magazine - January 15, 2020

2019 University of Iowa Vs. Iowa State Dual - 165 lbs. Alex Marinelli (Iowa) in on a takedown on 
Chase Straw (Iowa State). Marinelli won by decision 13-7. Photo by G Wyatt Schultz.


