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Dallas Cowboys Head Coaches History: A Journey Through Leadership and Legacy

dallas cowboys head coaches history is a fascinating tale that mirrors the evolution of
one of the NFL’s most iconic franchises. From the team's inception in 1960 to its current
era, the leadership behind the Cowboys’ sideline has played a pivotal role in shaping the
team's identity, culture, and success. Exploring this history offers not only a glimpse into
the changing strategies and personalities but also highlights how each coach influenced
the franchise's direction.

The Early Years: Building a Foundation

When the Dallas Cowboys were established as an expansion team in 1960, they faced the
typical struggles of a new franchise. The first head coach, Tom Landry, would become
synonymous with the Cowboys and leave an indelible mark on football history.

Tom Landry: The Architect of the Cowboy Dynasty

Tom Landry was the Cowboys’ first head coach, starting his tenure in 1960 and serving for
an unprecedented 29 seasons until 1988. Landry was much more than a coach; he was a
visionary who introduced innovative defensive schemes like the “flex defense” and was
among the first to utilize computer technology to analyze game strategies.

Under Landry’s leadership, the Cowboys transformed from expansion underdogs into
“America’s Team.” He guided Dallas to five Super Bowl appearances, winning two (Super
Bowl VI and XII), and secured 20 consecutive winning seasons—a testament to his
consistency and strategic brilliance. Landry’s calm demeanor and methodical approach
became a hallmark of the Cowboys’ brand, earning him a spot in the Pro Football Hall of
Fame.

The Post-Landry Era: Transition and Turbulence

Following Landry’s dismissal in 1989, the Cowboys entered a period marked by leadership
changes and fluctuating fortunes. This phase of the Cowboys head coaching history
highlights the challenges of maintaining a winning culture amid evolving NFL dynamics.

Jimmy Johnson: The Rebuilder

Jimmy Johnson took the reins in 1989, ushering in a new era. His tenure is often credited
with resurrecting the Cowboys and building the foundation for their 1990s dominance.



Johnson was known for his intense coaching style and keen eye for talent, orchestrating
several blockbuster draft picks and trades.

Johnson’s Cowboys won back-to-back Super Bowls (XXVII and XXVIII) in the 1992 and
1993 seasons, thanks to a roster featuring stars like Troy Aikman, Emmitt Smith, and
Michael Irvin. His leadership showcased how bold personnel moves combined with tactical
acumen could restore a franchise’s glory.

Barry Switzer: Riding the Wave of Success

After Johnson’s surprise departure, Barry Switzer, a former college coaching legend, took
over in 1994. Switzer inherited a talented roster and secured a Super Bowl victory in his
first year (Super Bowl XXX). However, his tenure was marked by off-field distractions and
inconsistency, leading to his resignation in 1997.

Switzer’s time as head coach reflects an important chapter where managing personalities
and maintaining discipline became as critical as tactical skill in sustaining success.

The Modern Era: Searching for Stability

The late 1990s and early 2000s saw a revolving door of head coaches for the Cowboys,
with mixed results. This period illustrates the challenges the franchise faced in finding the
right leader to return to championship form.

Chan Gailey and Dave Campo: Struggles on the Sideline

Chan Gailey (1998-1999) brought an offensive-minded approach but failed to lead the
Cowboys to the playoffs. His two seasons were marked by rebuilding efforts but lacked the
consistency fans expected.

Dave Campo (2000-2002) continued the tough stretch, focusing on defense but posting a
disappointing 15-33 record during his three seasons. Campo’s tenure highlighted how
coaching alone couldn’t overcome deeper organizational issues.

Bill Parcells: The Veteran Stabilizer

The arrival of Bill Parcells in 2003 brought renewed hope. Parcells was a proven winner
with multiple Super Bowl appearances and was known for his no-nonsense coaching style.

Under Parcells, the Cowboys returned to playoff contention and improved their defense
and discipline. Although the team didn’t reach the Super Bowl, Parcells stabilized the
franchise and set the stage for future success.



Tony Romo to Jason Garrett: The New Millennium
Coaches

With the departure of Parcells, the Cowboys turned to coaches who had prior ties to the
team or a history as players.

Wade Phillips: Defense and Playoff Appearances

Wade Phillips, a defensive guru, led the Cowboys from 2007 to 2008. His tenure was brief
but impactful, with the team making a playoff appearance in 2007. Known for his
aggressive defensive schemes, Phillips’ leadership reminded fans of the Cowboys’
defensive roots.

Jason Garrett: The Longest Post-Landry Tenure

Jason Garrett’s coaching stint (2010-2019) was the longest since Landry’s era, though
without the same level of success. Garrett, a former Cowboys quarterback, was
appreciated for his steady hand and ability to develop players.

During his tenure, the Cowboys made several playoff appearances but never advanced
deep into the postseason. Garrett’s era was characterized by inconsistency, injuries, and
high expectations that often went unmet.

The New Chapter: Mike McCarthy and Future
Prospects

In 2020, Mike McCarthy was hired as head coach, bringing a Super Bowl-winning
pedigree from his time with the Green Bay Packers. McCarthy’s arrival signaled the
Cowboys’ intent to return to championship contention.

McCarthy emphasizes a balanced offensive approach, veteran leadership, and adapting to
the modern NFL’s fast pace. His coaching style and experience could mark the beginning
of a new era for the Cowboys, though only time will reveal the full impact.

Insights into the Dallas Cowboys Head Coaches
History

Understanding the Cowboys’ coaching history offers several valuable insights:



Longevity and Stability Matter: Tom Landry’s nearly three-decade tenure proved
how stability fosters sustained success.

Adaptability is Key: Coaches who adapted to changing NFL trends, like Jimmy
Johnson, achieved significant success.

Roster and Management Synergy: Coaching success often aligned with strong
front office decisions, such as draft picks and trades.

Leadership Beyond X’s and O’s: Managing player personalities and team culture is
as crucial as game-day tactics, illustrated by the Switzer era.

For fans and analysts alike, the Dallas Cowboys head coaches history serves as a case
study in leadership dynamics, organizational challenges, and the pursuit of excellence in
professional football.

From the pioneering days of Tom Landry to the present leadership, the Cowboys’ coaching
journey reflects not just a team’s story but the broader evolution of the NFL itself.
Whether you’re a die-hard fan or a student of the game, diving into this history enriches
your appreciation of how coaching shapes the legacy of a franchise known worldwide as
“America’s Team.”

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was the first head coach of the Dallas Cowboys?
Tom Landry was the first head coach of the Dallas Cowboys, serving from 1960 to 1988.

Which Dallas Cowboys head coach has the most wins in
franchise history?
Tom Landry holds the record for the most wins as head coach of the Dallas Cowboys.

Who succeeded Tom Landry as the Dallas Cowboys head
coach?
Jimmy Johnson succeeded Tom Landry as the head coach of the Dallas Cowboys in 1989.

Which Dallas Cowboys head coach won the most Super
Bowl titles?
Both Tom Landry and Jimmy Johnson won two Super Bowl titles each as Dallas Cowboys
head coaches.



Who was the Dallas Cowboys head coach before Mike
McCarthy?
Jason Garrett was the head coach of the Dallas Cowboys before Mike McCarthy, coaching
from 2010 to 2019.

When did Mike McCarthy become the Dallas Cowboys
head coach?
Mike McCarthy was hired as the Dallas Cowboys head coach in January 2020.

Have the Dallas Cowboys ever had a head coach with
multiple tenures?
No, the Dallas Cowboys have not had a head coach serve multiple separate tenures.

Who was the Dallas Cowboys head coach during their
1990s Super Bowl victories?
Jimmy Johnson was the head coach during the Cowboys' Super Bowl victories in the early
1990s.

Which Dallas Cowboys head coach was known for
implementing the 'Flex Defense'?
Tom Landry was known for implementing the 'Flex Defense' during his time as head coach
of the Dallas Cowboys.

Additional Resources
Dallas Cowboys Head Coaches History: A Legacy of Leadership and Change

dallas cowboys head coaches history reflects one of the most storied and dynamic
coaching trajectories in the National Football League. Since their inception in 1960, the
Dallas Cowboys have been guided by a series of head coaches whose leadership styles,
strategic decisions, and team-building philosophies have shaped the franchise into the
iconic "America's Team." This article delves into the evolution of the Cowboys’ head
coaching history, examining the impact of each tenure and how their legacies intertwine
with the broader narrative of the NFL.

Early Foundations: The Tom Landry Era

The cornerstone of the Dallas Cowboys’ coaching history is undoubtedly Tom Landry, who
served as the franchise’s first and longest-tenured head coach. Appointed in 1960,



Landry’s 29-year reign is synonymous with innovation and consistency. Under his
stewardship, the Cowboys transitioned from an expansion team to a perennial playoff
contender.

Landry introduced pioneering defensive schemes, such as the “Flex Defense,” and was
known for his stoic demeanor and meticulous game preparation. His leadership led Dallas
to two Super Bowl victories (VI and XII) and five NFC Championships. Landry’s 250
regular-season wins remain a franchise record. His blend of discipline and innovation set a
high standard in the dallas cowboys head coaches history and established the Cowboys’
identity.

Transition and Turbulence: Post-Landry Coaching
Changes

The departure of Tom Landry in 1989 marked a significant turning point. The Cowboys
faced a period of instability and fluctuating success with a series of coaching changes that
reflected broader organizational challenges.

Jimmy Johnson: The Architect of a Dynasty

Jimmy Johnson’s arrival in 1989 heralded a new era. Known for his intense personality and
sharp football intellect, Johnson quickly rebuilt the Cowboys through savvy draft picks and
trades. His tenure, lasting until 1993, was highlighted by back-to-back Super Bowl
victories (XXVII and XXVIII) and a transformation of the team into a dominant force.

Johnson’s ability to develop young talent like Troy Aikman, Emmitt Smith, and Michael
Irvin was critical. His success underscored the importance of strategic personnel
management in head coaching and remains a high point in the dallas cowboys head
coaches history.

Barry Switzer: Maintaining the Momentum

Following Johnson's departure, Barry Switzer took over in 1994. Switzer, with a
background in college football coaching at the University of Oklahoma, inherited a
championship-caliber team. He led the Cowboys to their third Super Bowl title in four
years (Super Bowl XXX) in his first season.

However, Switzer’s tenure was marked by inconsistency and controversy, including off-
field distractions and a decline in regular-season performance. Despite his Super Bowl
success, Switzer’s leadership raised questions about sustaining long-term excellence,
reflecting the challenges faced by the Cowboys in maintaining their elite status.



Modern Era: Challenges and Rebuilding

The period following Switzer saw several head coaches come and go, each attempting to
restore the Cowboys to their former glory. This era is characterized by varying degrees of
success and is a testament to the difficulties of maintaining a winning culture in a highly
competitive league.

Chan Gailey and Dave Campo: Struggles with
Consistency

Chan Gailey (1998–1999) and Dave Campo (2000–2002) represent the Cowboys’ struggle
to find stability post-dynasty. Gailey’s tenure showed promise but failed to clinch playoff
berths, while Campo’s era was marked by a particularly disappointing 5–27 record over
two and a half seasons.

These coaching stints highlighted the challenges of leadership under the franchise’s high
expectations and the pressure of performing in a demanding market like Dallas.

Bill Parcells: The Veteran Rebuilder

In 2003, the Cowboys hired Bill Parcells, a seasoned NFL head coach with multiple Super
Bowl appearances. Parcells’ approach focused on rebuilding the team’s core through
drafting and free agency. While he made the playoffs twice, his two-year tenure was
viewed as a transitional phase that laid groundwork for future development.

Parcells’ pragmatic style brought stability but underscored the difficulty of immediate
success amid rebuilding efforts.

Recent Leadership: Jason Garrett to Mike
McCarthy

Jason Garrett: The Longest Post-Landry Tenure

Jason Garrett’s promotion from offensive coordinator to head coach in 2010 marked the
longest coaching stint since Landry. Garrett’s leadership was characterized by moderate
success, including multiple playoff appearances but no Super Bowl runs.

Garrett’s tenure is often debated for its conservative play-calling and inability to elevate
the team to elite status. However, his steady presence provided continuity during a period
of roster transition and high expectations.



Mike McCarthy: The Current Chapter

In 2020, the Cowboys appointed Mike McCarthy as head coach, bringing a Super Bowl-
winning pedigree from his time with the Green Bay Packers. McCarthy’s leadership
philosophy emphasizes offensive innovation and quarterback development, particularly
with star Dak Prescott.

McCarthy’s tenure is still unfolding, but early signs suggest a focus on adapting to modern
NFL dynamics and addressing past inconsistencies. His role is pivotal in shaping the next
phase of the dallas cowboys head coaches history, balancing legacy and innovation.

Comparative Perspectives and Legacy

Analyzing the dallas cowboys head coaches history reveals a franchise deeply influenced
by strong, visionary leaders juxtaposed with periods of uncertainty and rebuilding. Tom
Landry’s foundational impact contrasts sharply with the more transient coaching tenures
that followed, highlighting the challenges of sustaining success in professional sports.

The legacy of coaches like Jimmy Johnson and Barry Switzer demonstrates the fine line
between championship glory and organizational volatility. Meanwhile, the modern
coaching landscape for the Cowboys reflects the evolving nature of the NFL, where
adaptability and strategic foresight are paramount.

Tom Landry: Innovation, stability, franchise identity.

Jimmy Johnson: Talent development, dynasty builder.

Barry Switzer: Short-term success, longer-term inconsistency.

Jason Garrett: Continuity, moderate success.

Mike McCarthy: Offensive innovation, rebuilding focus.

This mosaic of leadership styles and outcomes underscores the complexity of coaching in
Dallas, where history, fan expectations, and media scrutiny converge.

The dallas cowboys head coaches history is not merely a timeline of personnel changes but
a reflection of the franchise’s ambitions, challenges, and enduring quest for excellence. As
the Cowboys continue to evolve, their coaching legacy remains a central narrative in
understanding their place within the NFL and American sports culture.
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