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Introduction

The messages of Sports Without Pressure are simple though the implementation of the principles I’m going to present are a bit more difficult. The first message is: Provide your child with a sports experience regardless of how you personally feel about the importance of sports in life. The second message is more general: Step back and take a good look at yourself as a parent and at the way you relate to your child and his or her sports experience. In many ways this second parental task couldn’t be easier. In many other ways it couldn’t be harder.

Of course, the concept of taking a good look at your relationship with your child can apply equally to any of the myriad aspects of parenting, but this book focuses on only one of those aspects—the sports experience.

To some parents, especially those who are not athletically inclined, this sports experience may seem like one of the less important parental responsibilities, but research in the field and my twenty years of experience as a practicing psychologist have convinced me that an early and frequent exposure to sports produces children who are healthier both physically and emotionally, and who grow up to become healthier adults.

James Michener, in his landmark book Sports in America, says it very well. In a chapter extolling the virtues of athletics for children, he says:

I believe that children, like little animals, require play and competition in order to develop. J believe that play is a major agency in civilizing infants. I believe that big-muscle movement helps the infant establish his balance within the space in which he will henceforth operate. I believe that competition, reasonably supervised, is essential to the full maturing of the individual.


I can’t state the case any more clearly or more eloquently. Though I’m quite certain Michener was writing from his own observations and not from a thorough study of the field, his points are precisely on the mark from both a physical and a psychological point of view. Play is not only natural among humans and animals but it is a necessity for natural, normal, and complete development. A number of studies have shown that children who play frequently with other children or with adults tend to socialize and adjust better as adolescents and adults.

Muscle movement creates body awareness, which gives a child a sense of space and spatial relationships. This sense of knowing your body, how much space it takes, and how it moves through space is important physically and emotionally because it gives a child a sense of self-assurance and control.

Healthy competition provides a natural, nonthreatening emotional outlet for children. Even a seemingly noncompetitive game like hide-and-seek has its competitive ingredients, and this kind of competition should be encouraged rather than stifled.

On the other hand, competition among children should not be forced, exaggerated, or overemphasized by adults. Overemphasis, even for those children who show exceptional athletic skills at an early age, is not healthy. That’s what this book is all about.

Throughout Sports Without Pressure I will continue to make these main points in various ways:

	An athletic experience is not only good, but it is essential for all children, not just children of parents who are interested in sports.

	Sports—like books, music, and art—are one of life’s important growth experiences and parent and child will both grow together in the experience.

	Sports are fun and should be kept fun.

	Competition is fine, but it should be kept friendly with the emphasis on participation rather than outcome.

	Parents should not pressure a child to excel, regardless of that child’s abilities.

	An interest in sports can lead in two directions—one is recreational and amateur in nature and the other is professional. Either of these outcomes can be productive physically and emotionally throughout life.


The pressure referred to throughout this book takes many forms, but in essence I’m talking about the pressure parents put on their children to perform excellently and compete successfully in sports. It’s the kind of pressure—often applied subtly and or even unconsciously—that says quite clearly to a child that performance is more important than participation, winning is more important than how you play the game, and, in fact, that there is nothing wrong with winning at all costs.

The implication of this pressure to excel is that games are work, not fun. This is the antithesis of what games, especially games for children, are all about and the results of this heavy and constant pressure can have disastrous short- and long-term results.

Perhaps the classic case that illustrates this point is that of Andrea Jeager, the tennis player whose career flowered so quickly and brilliantly in the early 1980s when she was just barely in her teens and wilted so rapidly when she became a young adult. For J eager, it was not a case of deteriorating skills—she was too young for that—but a combination of accumulated pressure and what we’ve come to call “burnout” that ended her playing days prematurely.

Jeager had trained for a career in tennis from the time she was old enough to hold a racket. It was immediately apparent that she had a marvelous talent for the game and took instruction very well. She quickly moved through the amateur ranks and she went on to become the youngest pro on the women’s tennis tour. She did extremely well during her brief career and at the tender age of sixteen she was ranked number three among all the women tennis players in the world.

But at age eighteen she reached a point where she mentally gave in to the constant pressures of tour competition and stardom. Quite suddenly, she decided to give up her tennis and her six-figure income to become, as she said at the time, “more of a regular person.”

The lessons of Andrea jeager’s situation are of the “too much” variety. Jeager started serious training too early, she was subjected to too much pressure from all sides, she had too much coaching too early, too much exposure to the rigors and adversities of the adult world, too much success too fast, and too much adulation from adults and peers for the average teenager to handle.

Granted, very few athletes reach the pinnacle of their careers at such a young age, but regardless of age, few athletes are emotionally prepared for the demands, both physical and mental, of success in the world of big-time athletics. Today’s sports pages are filled with stories of drug abuse and criminal activity by athletes that attest to this fact.

My practice also reveals to me that the pressure to perform is not limited to how well a youngster does on the baseball diamond, the basketball court, or the soccer field. That same kind of pressure to perform is often applied by well-meaning parents who want their child to excel in nursery school, in playing the violin, in dancing, and in art. This kind of pressure very often results in the same kinds of problems Andrea Jeager was faced with in her young life. My point is, much of this emotional destruction can be prevented if parents take the time to get to know their own needs and those of their children.

Throughout this book I’ll be using case histories, primarily from my own practice (names changed to protect privacy), to illustrate the points I’m making and to offer lessons that are applicable to all parents whether they have a child who is a gifted athlete or one who simply likes to play the game for fun and exercise.

The first three chapters of Sports Without Pressure give background on the role of sports in American society and of athletics and sports in child development. The succeeding chapters are more “how-to” in nature. Through examples, I’ll explain when and how to:


	Introduce athletics and then sports into your child’s life;

	Recognize and deal with the natural and unnatural pressure parents put on their children;

	Take that parental pressure off;

	Approach the fork in the road that occurs at about age eleven when the choice should be made between serious athletic training and sports for health and recreation.


However, although this book focuses on the importance of athletics and sports in the life of a child, it is also about the psychology of child rearing in general. Clearly, there is much here for parents that is broadly applicable to all parent-child relationships, and that is part of the point of and the lessons to be learned from sports participation by both parent and child.


Athletics versus Sports

At an early age athletics and sports are not synonymous so I think it will be helpful to take the time to define the difference between the two terms. For our purposes, the difference is primarily one of the age of the child. In this book I refer to athletics as movement, the type of movement that falls into the category of gross motor activities and body awareness. This type of activity, which doesn’t require much conscious thought, includes crawling, walking, climbing, running, jumping, rolling on the floor, and throwing a ball. It doesn’t include catching a ball because that requires a more mature development of fine motor control and hand-eye coordination, and this doesn’t occur until a child is nearly five years old.

At five, sports and games more naturally become part of a child’s life. At that age a child has lost much of his or her baby fat, which makes movement easier, hand-eye coordination has developed sufficiently to judge distances with some accuracy, and the child has developed the intellect and maturity to understand the general principles of games and their rules, and to abide by those rules.

So, athletics or movement are the first steps in the progression and sports and games are the second.


Self-Evaluation

One final point. Throughout this book I’ll be discussing, explaining, and illustrating through examples, the psychological importance of sports for children and the psychological implications of sports for the child and the entire family. Self-evaluation is the key to much of what I’ll be talking about, so at various points you’ll be asked to make these evaluations in order to more fully understand your own feelings and your relationship to your child.

This is sometimes something like looking in the mirror with your clothes off. You’ll see a lot of blemishes that you usually don’t pay much attention to or which you choose to ignore. But it’s not only the blemishes we are looking for here. Positive factors are equally important and valuable measuring sticks. The absolutely crucial issue is that of honesty. You must make these evaluations honestly. You’ll only be cheating yourself and your child if you hedge, avoid, or evade the obvious.
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It would be hard to overestimate the importance of sports in American society We are an active people, a nation of participants, spectators, bettors, and second-guessers.


	An estimated 100 million people of all ages regularly participate in organized and individual sports that range from bowling and softball to swimming and mountain climbing.

	Hundreds of millions of people watch live and televised sports events on a regular basis.

	Untold billions of dollars are legally and illegally wagered annually on horse races, boxing, football, baseball, and nearly every other sport.

	It’s a rare conversation that doesn’t turn to sports at some point, and true sports fanatics can spend hours replaying, dissecting, and second-guessing every play in yesterday’s big game.


This American passion for sports is no more clearly evident than in the news media. Virtually every newspaper of any size has a sports section, though it probably doesn’t have a special section for books, music, or even international news. Every radio and television news program has a sportscaster who reports on events of local and national interest. Most major cities have at least one radio call-in show devoted entirely to sports, and nationally there are several cable TV channels that carry sports events exclusively. In addition, there are at least seventy-five nationally distributed weekly and monthly sports publications (not to mention scores of privately published newsletters) that treat every aspect of the sporting life in exhausting detail. And the summarizing, categorizing, and analyzing of sports statistics is a business all its own.

The total annual revenue generated by sports-related activities in this country, including collegiate athletics, has been estimated conservatively at $20 billion. And the salaries of professional athletes, which have skyrocketed in the last ten years, are further evidence of the public’s insatiable interest in watching sports events live and on television.

Even our language has been permeated by sports-related jargon. Such everyday expressions as “out in left field,” “game plan,” “ballpark figure,” “hard ball,” “Monday morning quarterback,” “roll with the punches,” and “feeling up to par,” are only a few of the phrases that have originated in sports and have been integrated into the vernacular. These expressions are in daily use from Wall Street to the White House and they are part of the conversations of doctors, real estate brokers, barbers, housewives, and children of all ages. Interestingly, some of the people who so casually use this sports jargon have only a passing interest in sports and no real idea which sport a particular expression comes from. But no matter. It’s a rare American who doesn’t have an interest in some sport, either as a participant, a spectator, or a gambler.

This American fascination with sports is nothing new. Historically, sports have played a large role in our cultural life, though until this century athletics was the nearly exclusive province of men and boys. Often the first toy introduced into Johnny’s crib was a ball (Mary was given a doll to play with) and as soon as he could walk Dad had his son out in the backyard playing catch and swinging a bat. When Johnny was old enough to play ball with the other boys in the neighborhood his mother would keep his dinner warm in the oven until he came home exhausted and hungry. He was rarely scolded when he stayed out until it was too dark to see the ball even when it was thrown straight up in the air. Only young girls, called “tomboys,” were included in this “boyish” play and they did so at the risk of taunts from their girl friends and their mothers, who thought they should be acting like little Mary down the street.

Sports remained mostly a man’s and boy’s world until the 1950s, when the steady growth of leisure time and a burgeoning interest in sports by girls and women brought a dramatic increase in sports participation at all levels by both sexes.

Then, in the mid-1970s the fitness boom hit this country and people who had never seriously considered playing a game or doing formalized exercise got caught up in the frenzy to get fit. When medical findings—the by-products of the jogging and exercise explosion—began to show that regular vigorous physical activity was good for health in general and cardiovascular fitness and weight control in particular, the ranks of the exercisers swelled again. Millions of people, recognizing the significance of these findings, saw the potential rewards of working up a sweat and they too turned to jogging and other exercise as a way of buying insurance for the future.

Running, the easiest and most natural of all athletic movements, quickly became the most popular alternative for those who had only dabbled in exercise and it made instant “athletes” of a whole new group of people who, until they began to run, never thought of themselves as athletes at all. These new converts quickly became “competitors” by entering ten-kilometer races and marathons as if they were strolls around the block. Through their running, many of these people—almost as many women as men—became habitual exercisers who spent almost as much time proselytizing as running. The younger members of this group, who went on to get married and have children, have inculcated their offspring with the same desire for fitness, and this has created a new generation of exercisers and sports fans.

Sports and exercise have reached new highs in participation, and now that all age and sex boundaries have fallen, young and old, men, women, and children alike, are in the gyms, the parks, and the streets pursuing their favorite recreational and fitness activities.

The most popular sports in America today, in the order of the number of participants, are walking, swimming, running, tennis, and golf, but such activities as aerobics, racquetball, soccer, hiking, softball, and bowling are also immensely popular in every part of the country. Even the most conservative estimates put the number of people who actively participate in one sport or another above 50 million. The most optimistic surveys say that 120 million people are involved in some kind of athletic activity on a regular basis, and in this case means three or more times each week.

As the popularity of sports has grown, several new industries devoted to meeting the special needs of exercisers have also developed. The clothing industry responded immediately by providing special clothes, shoes, and other equipment to eager athletes. Today there are special shoes for every sport from walking to mountain climbing and special clothes to go with those shoes. The sporting goods industry has adopted the newest techniques in space age technology and have introduced lightweight racquets for tennis and racquetball, new shafts for golf clubs, and special materials for bicycles, skis, surf boards, and home exercise machines which make them more useful and affordable. The related business of health and fitness clubs has also grown from a specialty service to one that serves hundreds of thousands of members a year, and the vitamin, health food, and diet businesses have skyrocketed.

There are two basic reasons for this national sports mania. The first is physical. Man is a physical animal, made to move, to walk, to run, to jump, but not to sit still. Sports and games provide the kind of physical activity that meets man’s basic needs to be active and vital and healthy.

The second reason, and possibly more important, is psychological and emotional. Sports provides both participant and spectator the opportunity to satisfy two important psychological needs that are vital to healthy development—fantasy or escapism, and self-esteem.

Fantasy is a form of escapism that we all engage in from time to time. Fantasy can have a negative effect when carried to extremes, but the natural use of fantasy can be a positive diversion from pressures on the job, at school, or in personal relationships. In short, fantasy is a healthy form of release that allows the mind to wander and wonder.

Sports provides an abundance of fantasy opportunities for spectators and participants alike. As spectators, we can quite easily transport ourselves into a fantasy in which we are part of the action—probably the star of that action—and this boosts our psyches and helps to relieve our anxieties. Like Walter Mitty, whose fantasies took him to the cockpit of a fighter plane and the operating room of a hospital, we can use fantasy as a release from the pressures of reality. This is a healthy process unless it becomes a way of avoiding reality.

As participants, we used fantasy differently. Very few people can play games at the professional level or even the high amateur level, but anyone can put on a pair of running shoes and go out and jog and pretend to be in an important race. Anyone can grab a tennis racket and hit a few with a partner or against a wall and pretend to be in the finals at a big tournament. Anyone can buy a baseball hat and throw the ball around with his son and pretend to be the star pitcher. And in these activities there is that moment, probably only fleeting, when the participant can fantasize that he or she is not just any star but Eammon Coghlan winning the mile at the Millrose Games, Chris Evert serving at match point at Wimbledon, or Roger Clemens striking out the side with his blazing fast ball. These healthy fantasies are readily available in sports and they can be realized anywhere from the backyard basketball court in Kansas City, Missouri, to the dusty ball field in Tyler, Texas.

Its an interesting psychological point that sports fantasies are easier to create than fantasies about being a ballet dancer or a Shakespearean actor. The healthy mind finds it much easier to send the image that you are someone who does the same things you can do in everyday life only better. It’s much harder to put yourself in the position of declaiming a soliloquy from Hamlet on a Broadway stage than to imagine swinging a bat in the style of Pete Rose. It’s easier to visualize yourself as a golfer stroking a perfect putt than as a prima ballerina dancing the lead in Swan Lake.

Another reason people have sports-related fantasies is that sports images are more readily available on television. It’s almost impossible to spin the television dial and find modern dance at any hour of the day or night, but at almost any hour, twenty-four hours a day, the dial spinner can find a sports event of some kind on television even if it’s only a rerun of last season’s Super Bowl game.

Fantasy and escape are important psychic elements that sports provide, but the most important psychological reward offered by sports is the opportunity to experience and build self-esteem, to actually go out and do something as well as you can possibly do it, even if that means doing it only adequately. The level of skill displayed is much less important than the act of participation itself.

The link between sports participation and the development of self-esteem is direct. Sports offers the opportunity to at some point (and possibly only one time) execute a single movement perfectly, so perfectly that no star could do it better. If a ten-year-old plays basketball long enough, there is going to be that one sweet moment in time when he’s shooting baskets in the driveway just before dinner and imagining himself as Larry Bird of the Boston Celtics. As the clock winds down in his head, that ten-year-old is ready for the last shot with two seconds to go in the championship game. That youngster can sink that shot and go into the house and sit down to dinner feeling just like a sports star. Little in life is quite as sweet as a sports fantasy fulfilled, and there is little that builds self-esteem as well as a sports experience.

The other psychological dynamics that come into play in athletics are:


	The identification that comes from belonging to a group and being part of a team;

	The satisfaction of peer approval;

	The joy of being involved in trying to achieve something your friends are also trying to achieve.


These are all critical elements in the development of the psyche.

Additionally, sports are so important in society because they offer opportunities for the whole family to be involved in an activity, whether it’s throwing the Frisbee on the beach or playing touch football in the backyard. Sports gives every family member, regardless of age or ability, the chance to share a common experience. One of the beauties of sports is that it isn’t necessary to be completely knowledgeable to express interest. Obviously, detailed knowledge enhances the degree of enjoyment of anything, but that knowledge is not a necessity in sports. Games may sound and look complicated at first glance but there is no sport in which the essence can’t be described in one or two sentences and that’s simple enough for most everyone to understand.

Finally, no parent should find it hard to utilize a child’s interest or participation in sports as a vehicle for establishing better communication with that child. In many families, this is the bridge that gets everyone through the tough times. Sports can be the great equalizer.

The reasons sports are such a large part of American society is that they are physically and psychologically multidimensional and for that reason, they meet human needs on many levels. There are not many activities in life that combine so many physical and psychological elements or are as responsive to so many psychological, emotional, and social needs.

For society in general, sports creates a reason for people to come together, for sharing a communality of experience, for developing self-esteem, and for enriching the inner life through fantasy. What offers a better combination than that?
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Want to get laughed out of the room? Next time the issue of sports, children, and competition comes up in the after-dinner conversation just say, “I’ve always thought that it’s not whether you win or lose but how you play the game that counts.”

In today’s highly competitive, upwardly mobile society that comment is looked on as simplistic or naive at best, ill-informed or ignorant at worst. And S practically guarantee that someone in the group will launch into a lecture about sports as a metaphor for life and point out the “big bucks” to be made in. professional sports. This lecture usually ends with a paraphrase of a quote from the late Vince Lombardi who, as coach of the Green Bay Packers pro football team, once said, “Winning isn’t everything, it’s the only thing.”

Vince Lombardi is said to have been a great man in many ways, but I think that single exaggerated statement, so often quoted by sports writers, parents, and even children, has done more to distort the true meaning and value of sports in the minds of people in this country than any other pronouncement about sports and competition. More importantly, Lombardi’s credo has been used by misguided and overzealous parents to put the pressure on their children not only to perform well, but to excel at all costs.

This parental pressure has done much to destroy the basic joyful pleasure of spoils participation for children. Unfortunately, it often results in a heavy emotional cost to parents and youngsters as well.

This “win at all costs” attitude has been further fueled by the fact that In the last two decades sports has become a multibillion dollar industry in America and winning the game on the field now equates very closely with dollars in the bank for those who are very successful. This fact has been used to justify the application of even more pressure to perform.

You don’t have to go any farther than the local Little League park to get a firsthand look at the way this sometimes subtle, sometimes overt, always destructive pressure is applied. You may even have applied a little of if yourself It begins well before the game with the instructions to “Hit a home run” or “Strike ’em all out.” During the game it takes the form of chastening a child (your own or another member of the team) for not getting a hit or for dropping a fly ball, even for making a good, but not perfect, play. And of course, it takes the form of berating the umpire for perceived errors in judgment, harassing the manager to get and keep your child in the game, and at times, it even leads to an embarrassing fist fight with another parent.

Of course, parents don’t believe they do and say these things so I often use a videotape camera in my practice to prove the point. While we’er discussing the subject in my office, I turn on the camera. Later I play back the tape. There is nothing like the reality of instant replay because it gives the parent a chance to see himself saying some truly terrible things, remarks he would claim he never said except for the proof on the videotape. Parents are shocked and frightened by what they see and their first reaction is, “My God, am I really saying those things about my child? What am I doing?”

How did this happen? How did simple children’s games become deadly serious work instead of fun? Why are parents so concerned with winning and losing that they are willing to put their own egos and those of their children on the line? Why do families spend thousands of dollars to send a child to a professional sports camp in the hope that the child will become a big star someday?

Just turn on your television set and you’ll find the answer to all of these questions. The inspiration is right there in living color. On any weekend and most weeknights the TV screen is filled with professional and amateur sports events, with “high-fives,” with index fingers pointing out that “We’re number one,” with pomp and slavish adulation, with award ceremonies, with the totaling of prize money to be won or contracts to be signed by the “champions.”

Though it rarely does so for youngsters, it’s a picture that has inspired unrealistic visions of fame and financial security in the minds of more than one parent, a vision that has prompted parents to launch their children on a serious sports program with little thought given to the effects of such an adventure on the child, the child’s siblings, relations between the parents and the child, the relations between parent and parent, and finally, the impact on the family bank account.

Surely any logical person could do the simple mathematics that prove that the dream of achieving financial success in professional sports is more an elaborate fantasy than a realistic possibility The newly popular sport of gymnastics offers a perfect example of the odds against even the talented athlete.
OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Contents


		Cover Page


		Half Title Page


		Title Page


		Copyright Page


		Dedication


		Contents


		Introduction


		1. Sports in American Society


		2. Winning Isn't Everything


		3. The Value of Athletics


		4. The Movement Years—Zero to Three


		5. The Sports Years—four to Seven


		6. Take the Pressure Off—Ages Seven to Eleven


		7. Whose Life Is It, Anyway?


		8. Making the Big Decision


		9. The Recreational Path


		10. The Professional Path


		About the Author





Book Landmarks


		Cover Page


		Half Title Page


		Title Page


		Copyright Page


		Dedication


		Contents



		Start of Body




Pages


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16






































































































































OEBPS/images/coverpage.jpg
OPURTS
Without
PRESSURE

A GUIDE FOR PARENTS &
COACHES OF YOUNG ATHLETES

ErictMargenau, Ph.D.

Executive Director, The Center for Sports Psychology





OEBPS/images/booklogo.gif
2} Routledge
R :

Taylor &Francis Group

www.routledgementalhealth.com





