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bg a better
oorts parent

Whileyou may be your
child snumber-one
fan, makesure your
behavior on the
dddinesdoean’t
border on fanatic.
Here therules

every mom and dad
should follow.

BY HANNAH STORM
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It'sthat time of year again—homework, car poolsand, of course,
sports. If your family is like mine, you're probaly headed back
to the field to cheer on your kid’s games and practices. As a
mom of three active girls, |'ve seen how great organized sports
canbe, helping kids learn cooperation, discipline and respect
while a so encouraging lifelong exercise habits. But I've aso
<een how even the most well-meaning parentscanundermine

the many benefits that sports haveto offer.
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WINNING REALLY ISN'T EVERYTHING. MOST

Yelling advi ce from thestands, chal-
lenging coaches or referees, or putting
too much emphasis on winning isn't
the support your child needs. The
simple golden rulein youth athletics:
Make it fun. As| learned whilere-
searching my book Go Girl! Raising
Heslthy, Confident and Successful Girls
through Sports (Sourcebooks), as
many as 70 pe cent of kids quit organ-
ized spor ts by theage of 15. And one
of the top reasons why is they weren't
having fun, according to a n&ionwide
survey by the Youth Sports Institute a
Michigan StateUniversty.

And after two decades a5 a Ports-
caster coveaing the best athletes in
the world, and more recently as an an-
chor on CBS's The Early Show, | can
attest to the fact that even the most
elitespor ts stars play for the love of
the game—and so should your child.
Follow these tips to nurture tha pas-
sion without putting on pressure.

Redefine winning and losing.
A few yeas back | enthusiastically
took my four-year-old to her first
team soccer game. We were both
so excited—dter dl, | loved
soccer as a kid. When

wegot to the field,
the coach asked
the preschoolers
to “take a knee”
and huddle right up.

Then he told them they
wer e there to beat the other team and
win! These littlekids didn’t even
know what agoal was, much less
which one was theirs! While it's natu-
rd for kids to become more competi-
tive as they get older, when they're lit-
tle, itts more important that they
simply be pa tidpating than winning.
Indeed, several studies haveshown
that kids would rather play on alosing
team than sit on the bench of one that
wins all the time.
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What's moreg your child learns les-
sonswhen histeam loses agame—like
how to giveastrong ef fort, show grace
in defeat and overcome setbacks—that
arejust asvaluable to his growth as
winning. Kids seem to have an inherent
understanding that there are other pri-
orities in playing sports: One netional
study found that among girls ages 10 to
18, winning wasn’t even mentioned as
one of the top 10 reasons they played
sports, and for boys it ranked only
number seven. Also, when these same
kids were asked what they would
change about youth
sports, they over-
whelmingly stat-
ed they wanted
to seeless em-
phasisonwin-
ning.

KIDSWOULD RATHER PLAY ON A LOSING
TEAM THAN HAVE TO SIT ON THE BENCH OF
ONE THAT WINSALL THE TIME.

Help your child set

realistic goals

Your child has alat less control over
the fina outcome of a game than she
does over maximizing her individual
potential. To help her keep a hedthy
perspective, encourage her to set
goas that havesome wiggle room.
For instance, instead of, “1’m going to
meke every free throw | teke,” have
her aim at shooting 70 percent in
practices and 65 percent in games.
Make sure goals match your child's
age and skill level. They might in-
clude reaching base at least twicein a
baseball gameor getting in three
out of four first ser vesin atennis
match. With my daughters,
rather than asking, “Did you
win?’ or “How many points did
you score?” I'll ask “Did you try

Lag summer | wasat the tennis courts
with afew othe parentswatching our
kids take lessons and do drills. | had to
chuckle asmy friend’s husband kept
yelling out indructions to his kids and

F' that said, “W ho areyou?”’

then, after observing my silence pro-
ceeded to yell out tips to my daughter. “Ellery, hold y our
racket back!” She turned around and shot him alook

Indeed, while you may think you know something about

your child’ssport, save theinstructions for someoneon-one
time in the backyard, if you must impart your wisdom at all.
Leave the acoaching to the coaches, even if you think you
know more than they do. Drilling last-minute pointers on your
way to the game or yelling out advice from the sidelines not
only confuses kids, but it'salso futile Onceon thefield, play-

ers are too busy to process and integrate the many tips fly-
ing & thanm. Often they don’t even hear you, so limit your
shouts to afew heartfelt hooray s.
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your hardest?’ or “Did you do somehing better today
than yesterday?’ That way, even when the scoreboard is-
n'tin ther favor, they can still walk off the field feding
accomplished.

Show up for practice.

Every parent is time-crunched, but tr y to make room in
your schedule to atend at least afew of your child's
team practices as well as the big games. This sends the
message that you value his hard work and appreciate
the process of playing sports, not just the outcomes.
This also gives you a chance to seeif the sports program
isrun properly, such as whether the coach lets everyone
play, how he interacts with the team, and whether every-
oneis having agood time.

Get your head in the game

Learn the rules, sinceyouth guideines often vary from
the way pros play. And when you show up, pay attention,
avoiding thetemptation to chat it up with othe paents
on thesidelines. That way, when your kid says, “Mom,
did you see the pass | made?’ you'll be able to offer spe-
dfic praise and feedback. You might say, for instance,
“Weaving the bal between those two d enders really
helped set up your team to score.”

Keep it positive.

As part of aspecial feature for The Early Show, | recently
attended a soccer camp with my 8-year-old. She routine-
ly beats me badly when we play in our backyard, so |
hoped to pick up afew pointers from the woman run-
ning thecamp, Olympic gold medalist KristineLilly. It
happened that the best female soccer player in the
world, MiaHamm, was aso there that day as a guest
coach. I'veinterviewed hea severa times, but took the
chanceto ask her wha was the most important thing
her paents did to help her succeed in sports. Hamm
said it was giving her hugs! Kristine Lilly also chimed in
with this advice: Wha really matters to kids is apat on
the back and the words “Nice job, I’'m proud of you.”

Mind your manners

Spor ts createso much emation, and we'veall heard of
incidentsin which parents go to the extreme—like
the New Jersey socce mom who algyedly atacked a
17-year-old player on the team opposing her daugh-
ter's, or the Massachusetts father convicted of beating

24 Family Circle 101805



another dad to death in a fistfight over rough play
during their sons’ hock ey practice. Thankfully, such
violenceisrare, but parents on the sidelines still in-
dulgein plenty of gpalling behavior.

No matter how heated a game gets, never yell at your
child, other players, thecoach or referees. Remember,
your kids model their sportsmanship from you. How can
you expect then to show respea for opposing players
and of ficials if you don't? If you disagree with the coach’s
decision, speak to him after the game once you’ ve calmed
down and can talk without your child present. Also, never
approach a game of ficial: Leave it up to the coach to sort
out any problems with the offidating with the refer ees.
And it goes without saying, but never use profanity in a
youth sports setting.

Applaud good play—

no matter who makes it.

Focusing solely on your child sends themessage that
you'remore interested in grooming the next sports phe-
nom than encouraging team effort. Compliment other
players as they get substituted in and out of the game. A
great move by the opposing team deservesa cheer, not
boos or taunts. And show respect for the ather team’s
playes, paents and aoeches by welcoming them onto
your field and congratul ating them after a good game.

Mix things up.
During my 20 years of covering both college and profes-
sional sports and hosting four Olympic Games, | learned
oneirrefutable fact: My children and yours have a minus
culechance at a college sportsscha a ship, much less a
pro career. Elite athletes are few and far beween, and
while your child may be talented, héll most likely go on
to do something else wonderful with his life Nurturea
well-rounded child by supporting his interests in seve d
extracurricula activities. |'ve inter viewed the greatest
athletes in the world, and even they played multiple
sportsin high school. For example, my friend and former
New York Giants quaterback Phil Simms was a much
better baseball player than football player in high school,
even though he went on to become aSuper Bowl MVP.
Unfor tunately, these days par ents tend to beoverzeal -
ousand a bit unredlistic, pushing ther kids to win medals
or trophies at one sport in particular, hoping they'll be
come thenext Michad Jordan or Michdle Kwan. Special-
izing in one or two sports dl year can cause burnout and
injury, putting too much stress on certain body parts.
What's more, by not participating in a mix of activities,
these kids miss out on learning a varigy of physica skills
and meeting different groups of people. Your child’'s
chance of going pro may be tiny, but he does have a 100
per cent chance of growing up to love sports and physicad
activity with your winning support along theway. FC

Formore helpful tipson kids and sports, caich
“In the Family Circle” onCBS TV'sTheEarly Show
thewesk of Seprember 26.
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