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      This book is dedicated to the millions of parents who are working 
to keep sports healthy, fun, and safe for their children. 
May it aid you in your efforts.


      With love and thanks for their tireless support: Drs. Kurt, 
Marilyn, Jonathan, Jamie, and soon-to-be-doctor Joshua Metzl,

            
and David and Alexandra Shookhoff.

      


   

      In 1934 I coined my own definition for success, which I tried to personally attain and get all my students to attain. It is

         “peace of mind,” which is a direct result of self-satisfaction in knowing you did your best to become the best of which you

         are capable.

      


      —John Wooden, UCLA basketball coach, 1948-75


   



      

      Preface


      The past fifteen years have seen a youth sports explosion in the United States. Currently, more than 30 million children and teens under the

         age of eighteen participate in some form of organized sports, and the number keeps rising. Sports are also becoming more competitive.

         We are seeing kids as young as seven and eight on “travel” and “select” teams, playing high-level, competitive sports year-round.

         For better or worse, the old days of just tossing a ball around in the backyard are gone.

      


      For parents, this phenomenon has created an array of bewildering new questions. Parents and kids know that sports are supposed

         to be fun, build leadership and social skills, and provide many health benefits. But is there such a thing as too much? How

         can parents recognize when sports are potentially injurious, and how can they keep participation safe and healthy? How can

         they ensure that their kids are receiving proper training and coaching and are developing the kinds of positive values that

         sports are supposed to instill? How can they make certain that sports remain enjoyable, rewarding, and safe; contribute to

         the overall development of their child, and in general represent “value added” in the life of their child?

      


      

      I have written this book to help provide parents with answers to these questions.


      The Young Athlete: A Sports Doctor’s Complete Guide for Parents gives the most current information about safe sports participation for kids. The information is applicable to the young athlete

         at all levels, from the child just starting peewee sports to the advanced-level high school player contemplating a college

         career. The book covers both parenting and medical issues. There is also a chapter on development that addresses specific

         health concerns for male and female athletes.
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      In many ways, this book is the story of my life.

      


      People often ask me, “How did you become a sports medicine doctor?” My desire to be a doctor dates back as far as I can remember.

         Healing others was a way of life in my family. My pediatrician father has always been a role model for me. When I was little,

         I would visit his office and see how he took care of kids and their families. But when it came time for my own blood tests

         and immunizations, he literally had to chase me, screaming at the top of my lungs, down the hall. Nonetheless, I found the

         smell of his office familiar and comforting. My mother is a psychologist who treats teens and their families, helping them

         explore the issues behind their behavior patterns. Walking down the street in Kansas City, I often run into people who say,

         “Your mom [or your dad] is my doctor. She [or he] is great.”

      


      Another prominent force in our family was sports. My parents recount how before I was born, they prepared my one-and-a-half-year-old

         brother Jonathan to share the limelight with a younger sibling. But when they brought me home, Jonathan took one look at me,

         waved, and then tried to sit on my head. Two years after I was born, a third son, Jamie, rounded out the first wave of Metzl

         sons.

      


      With three boys born within four years of each other, testosterone abounded in the Metzl household. Each boy wanted to play

         

          well, and in particular, better than his brothers. We competed in everything, from who could draw the best picture to who

         could hit the most free throws. I remember waking up at seven o’clock on Sundays to play cutthroat Wiffle ball in the backyard

         with my brothers. These games were for glory. Chasing a long fly ball, I once crashed into the woodpile and broke a toe. I

         remember heated one-on-one basketball games almost every summer evening, played under a halogen light with crickets chirping

         in the background. Team sports were also important, particularly Little League baseball. Making a good play meant you could

         walk tall around the house.

      


      My parents didn’t want to raise just “dumb jocks.” They took us to the ballet, opera, and theater; family discussions were

         more often about politics or books than sports. We all played musical instruments, though I sometimes used my flute as a baseball

         bat for Nerf-baseball games in my bedroom.

      


      When I was a teenager, my parents decided to have another child. I regarded the little newcomer, Josh, as my sports project.

         I spent hours teaching him to throw, hit a fastball, shoot a basketball. Josh has just graduated from college, and when we

         run marathons together he laughs as he speeds past me.

      


      As I grew older, sports continued to shape my life. In college, I played varsity soccer; in medical school, I did triathlons;

         and in residency, I started running marathons. I needed time on the field as much as in the classroom. Sports and exercise

         gave me a sense of community with my teammates and the other athletes on campus.

      


      Sports also helped me burn off extra energy so I could study better at night. Many people seem to need to burn off energy

         in order to concentrate. Maybe that’s why athletes tend to do better academically during their sports season. The medical

         profession can’t explain exactly why this is, but it’s a recognized phenomenon, and I know personally that physical activity

         makes a huge difference to my mental focus.

      


      As my medical training progressed, I knew I had to find a way to combine my two passions, athletics and medicine. Many people,

         

          especially in the highly academic Boston medical community, scoffed at the idea of sports medicine; many considered it lowbrow.

         But I believed that sports and medicine complement each other. The patients I most enjoyed taking care of were the athletic

         kids. They came to the Boston clinic where I did my residency saying, “I want to get back to sports as soon as I can. It’s

         important for me.” I completely understood what they were saying. Plus I’d had most of their injuries myself, so I knew exactly

         how they felt.

      


      After Boston, I got a sports medicine fellowship at Vanderbilt University in Nashville. Here was real sports medicine, behind

         the scenes of college sports. Before, I had always been on the field as an athlete, working hard to play my best and help

         my team win. Now I was a doctor, there to make sure that the safest decisions were made for kids playing on all of the sports

         teams. I had to tell the soccer coach that a player with a concussion could not return to the game, even though the player

         was eager and willing and so was the coach. The responsibility was sobering. Next I went to Harvard for a second year of sports

         medicine training, with a focus on adolescents. While there, I interned with the Boston Ballet and learned firsthand about

         the physical demands of dance, and also about dancers’ special medical needs, which are different from those of the average

         athlete.

      


      Finally, at age thirty-two, when most of my friends had mortgage payments and were on their second or third jobs, I finished

         my medical training and got my first “grownup” job. I joined the sports medicine division at one of the most reputable orthopedic

         institutions in the world, the Hospital for Special Surgery (HSS) in New York City. (Yet another relocation!) Staying up all

         those nights during residency was really worth the effort; I could finally start my own practice.

      


      I have been so happy at HSS, sharing information and helping my patients get back to activity. When a senior football player

         broke his thumb right before the last game of the season, I came in over the weekend to make him a special cast so that he

         could finish out his high school career. (He’s now a college senior and still writes me with updates about his college football

         career.) Recently, HSS 

          opened its Sports Medicine Institute for Young Athletes, an integrated sports medicine center that treats, researches, and,

         we hope, will one day prevent sports injuries in children and teens. As the medical director, I am helping to develop educational

         programs for coaches and parents to make sports safer for kids.

      


      When a young pitcher, soccer player, or figure skater comes to see me, I understand what sports mean to that young athlete,

         and to the parents as well. Although a sports injury might not seem like such a big deal in the grand scheme of life, I know

         that sports help these young people define who they are, and that sports contribute to their physical and emotional development.

         Only one or two of these athletes will go on to become professionals, but when they are injured, they just want to get back

         to their sport and their team as soon as they can. Getting them back is important to me because it’s important to them.

      


      In academic circles, sports medicine is no longer “lowbrow,” but a valid career path with fellowship programs. Pediatric residents

         come through my office seeking advice and instruction. I feel I’m inspiring them to take better care of their patients, and

         it’s very gratifying to pass my education on to other, younger physicians. I also write, lecture, and teach about sports medicine

         to parents, coaches, and physicians.

      


      With the growth of my career, I am constantly brought back to the days of playing basketball under the halogen light in our

         Kansas City backyard. Every Little League player reminds me of dusty afternoons on the baseball diamond, my parents in the

         stands, me trying to prove my mettle, the nervous energy of each at bat, the joy of making a good play, like the diving catch

         I made in center field when I was ten. I still remember the flight of the ball, and my utter delight when I stood up holding

         it in my hand. Each teenage soccer player reminds me of my victories and defeats in high school sports. I remember losing

         in the district soccer game as a high school senior and feeling as if the whole world were collapsing. Although I now have

         a more mature perspective (I hope), the challenges of high school sports helped me grow. In the process of combining physical

         

          work and mental toughness to push myself to the limit and then try to go beyond, I learned, and still learn, much about myself.

      


      I still play, and still try athletic feats that push me to, and sometimes beyond, my limits. As in the early days, my three

         brothers are not only my best friends, but also my athletic compatriots. This year, Jamie convinced me to do an Ironman triathlon:

         a 2.4-mile swim, followed by a 112-mile bicycle ride, and then a marathon of 26.2 miles. It was the ultimate test of my physical

         and mental self. After ten hours of muttered curses, wondering “Why am I doing this?,” I didn’t want to move. It was the hardest

         thing I had ever done. But I knew that finishing was important. For the next two and a half hours, I willed myself to the

         finish line. When I crossed it, at twelve and a half hours, I was exhilarated because I had defined a new boundary for myself.

         (Jamie beat me by eleven minutes, so we’ll probably do another Ironman sometime not too far off.)

      


      The lessons from sports apply to life in general. Pushing toward a goal, striving for extra courage and strength, is what

         has allowed me to succeed, both as a person and as a physician.

      


      My doctor parents encouraged all four Metzl sons to be the best athletes and best people they could be. In sports, as in life,

         they have always been there for us. Despite their busy schedules, they were almost always in the stands for me and each of

         my brothers. The number of games they sat though is unbelievable.

      


      Looking back, I begin to see how my life as a young athlete and as a member of my family led me to become a sports medicine

         doctor. This book combines where I have been with where I am now. I hope that you, the parents of young athletes, find its

         information useful as you encourage your children to be the best that they can be, both on and off the field.

      


      Jordan D. Metzl, M.D.


      Medical Director, The Sports Medicine 
    Institute for Young Athletes


      Hospital for Special Surgery


      New York, New York
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      Chapter 1


      The Benefits of 
Youth Sports


      MENS SANA IN CORPORE SANO (A SOUND MIND IN A SOUND BODY)


      Sports are for fun, but they also offer benefits and lessons that 
carry over into all aspects of life.

      


      When kids are asked why they play sports, here’s what they say:

      


      • To have fun


      • To improve their skills


      • To learn new skills


      • To be with their friends


      • To make new friends


      • To succeed or win


      • To become physically fit


      Kids usually get the benefits they seek from sports and more. Kids need attention and respect (in that order), but they have

         few ways to get them. What is unique about sports is that they offer kids an arena where they can earn attention and respect

         by exerting their natural abilities. Kids are good at sports because sports are essentially about speed, strength, coordination,

         vision, creativity, and 

          responsiveness—the necessary physical attributes are the attributes of youth.

      


      Given that athletics involves all aspects of the human being, it is not surprising that participants benefit in all of the

         areas they mention. According to researchers at the Institute for the Study of Youth Sports at Michigan State University,

         kids who participate in organized sports do better in school, have better interpersonal skills, are more team oriented, and

         are generally healthier.

      


      Participation in sports provides opportunities for leadership and socialization, as well as the development of skills for

         handling success and failure.

      


      Moreover, when playing games, children learn how rules work. They see how groups need rules to keep order, that the individual

         must accept the rules for the good of the group, that rules entail a consideration of the rights of others. They also learn

         about competition, but within a restricted and safe system where the consequences of losing are minimized.

      


      Benefits for girls have been of particular interest to researchers. The President’s Council on Physical Fitness and Sports

         reports many developmental benefits of participating in youth sports for girls, including increased self-esteem and self-confidence,

         healthier body image, significant experiences of competency and success, as well as reduced risk of chronic disease. Furthermore,

         female athletes “do better academically and have lower school dropout rates than their nonathletic counterparts.”

      


      The Women’s Sports Foundation lists many ways that sports specifically benefit female athletes. These include their being

         less likely to become pregnant as teenagers, less likely to begin smoking, more likely to quit smoking, more likely to do

         well in science, and more likely to graduate from high school and college than female nonathletes. Female athletes also take

         greater pride in their physical and social selves than their sedentary peers; they are more active physically as they age;

         they suffer less depression. There is also some evidence that recreational physical activity decreases a 

          woman’s chances of developing breast cancer and helps prevent osteoporosis.

      


      I am convinced that sports offer a unique arena in which children can successfully exert their talents. The arena is unique

         for two reasons. First, sports engage the child as a complete human being: all facets—not just physical, but also social,

         cognitive, and psychological—are engaged harmoniously in striving toward peak fulfillment. Second, sports involve youths working

         in an ongoing community composed of their peers as well as their peers’ families. Sports, that is, offer children an exhilarating,

         satisfying, rewarding way to participate in a larger world not generally accessible to nonathletes.

      


      Physical Benefits


      • Fitness. Kids who play sports develop general physical fitness in a way that’s fun, and they establish lifelong habits for good health.

         This is particularly important at a time when obesity in the United States has reached epidemic proportions: the incidence

         of obesity has increased by more than 50 percent among America’s children and teens since 1976 and continues to grow at a

         staggering rate!

      


      • Stress relief. Sports allow kids to clear their minds of academic and social pressures, to literally run off the tension that’s accumulated

         in their muscles. In the words of one patient, “If you play really hard, you feel better because playing takes your mind off

         things that bother you, and afterwards you can concentrate better.” Most doctors recognize the positive mental effect of physical

         exertion, even though we’re not sure exactly why this is so. I know that my ability to study in college and medical school

         was greatly enhanced when I ran during the day, and I’m not the only athlete to find this true. Many athletes get better grades

         in-season (theories posit the discipline and the need to manage 

          time, along with an increased ability to concentrate). During exams, Duke University opens its gyms twenty-four hours a day

         to provide stress relief for its students.

      


      • Mastery. Sports give kids a satisfying, enjoyable way to develop their own talents: through personal effort they get good at something

         they’re interested in. Doing something well makes them feel good about themselves, but equally important, it teaches them

         about the process of how to improve and work more effectively. Learning a skill—to dribble left-handed, say, or to execute

         an effective second serve—entails a recognition that practice is essential and that improvement is incremental. The process

         of repetition teaches the athlete how to master a move and also how to experiment with different approaches to improve a skill.

         The feedback in sports is usually immediate and visible—does the ball go into the basket?—so that the athlete can change or

         repeat what she’s doing and figure out how to get better. Not only that, the whole process of seeing practice lead to improvement

         gives kids a feeling of control, a feeling all too rare in their lives.

      


      • Healthy habits. Because sports increase an awareness of one’s body and how it responds to different stimuli and circumstances, sports help

         prevent drug and alcohol abuse. Most athletes value what their bodies can do and want to maintain those abilities. Being an

         athlete also gives kids an acceptable reason for telling their friends no to drugs, booze, and other high-risk, unhealthy

         behaviors. (Of course, not all athletes avoid drugs and alcohol.)

      


      Personal Benefits


      • Valuing preparation. Sports help kids learn to distinguish between effort and ability. Sports increase self-discipline and the awareness of the

         value of preparation because kids can see the difference in their performance.

      


      

      Competitive athletes learn the importance of effort, being prepared (mentally and physically), and enlightened risk-taking.

         They see that raw physical talent is not always sufficient to win the game, but that preparation is essential. This includes

         mental preparation (staying focused) and physical fitness as well as practicing the plays with their teammates in team sports.

         They learn to evaluate risk versus reward. Another invaluable lesson is discovering that mistakes are part of learning; they

         signal that a particular approach is unsuccessful and you must try another. Kids also learn to deal productively with criticism

         as part of improvement and preparation.

      


      • Resilience. Sports provide an unparalleled model for dealing with disappointment and misfortune. Young athletes learn to handle adversity,

         whether it’s picking themselves up after losing a big game or not getting as many minutes as they wanted. They find ways to

         deal with losing and go on, because there’s another big game next week or next year. They figure out what to do to get what

         they want for themselves. They put in extra time on fitness or work on specific weaknesses in their game (long-ball trapping,

         hitting to the opposite field, looking the ball into their hands).

      


      Athletes also learn to deal with the physical and psychological effects of injury. I broke my jaw playing soccer and missed

         most of the season my junior year in high school. I went through the classic stages of grief, from “This can’t be true” to

         ultimate acceptance. Two months of sitting out, waiting to heal, and dealing with physical and emotional pain was devastating.

         There were times early on when I sat in my bed whimpering from pain. But as time went on and my jaw began to heal, I somehow

         began to realize what almost all athletes in pain realize: the only person who is going to help you is yourself. You find

         the limits of what you can ask of yourself and know that you will deliver. This learning to get the best out of yourself carries

         over into all aspects of life. People can find their internal drive 

          through training and hard work, but adversity really brings it out. In my case, I came back with stronger resolve. In my

         senior year I became an all-district soccer player and was propelled toward a college soccer career.

      


      • Attitude control. Older teens learn that a confident attitude improves their performance, and that they have some control over their attitude.

         They learn to disregard comparative stats in preparing for an opponent and instead to adopt “attitude enhancers” such as visualization

         exercises, team or individual rituals, singing specific songs together, or having dinner as a team the night before the game.

         Some might call these superstitions, others, self-fulfilling prophecies, but they work.

      


      • Leadership opportunities. Team sports offer kids a rare opportunity to serve as leaders. Kids can be in a position to assess the strengths and weaknesses

         of their various teammates and help to exploit their strengths and compensate for their weaknesses. They can minimize conflicts

         among players. They can reinforce values—such as fair play, teamsmanship, hard work, mental preparation—by speaking up when

         appropriate and setting a good example. They can also take the initiative in arranging for team dress on game days (football

         players wear their jerseys to class, female basketball players wear their warm-up pants), organizing team dinners or team

         movie nights, and inviting teachers and administrators to their games.

      


      • Identity and balance. Being part of a group is inordinately important to kids, and sports make kids feel like they belong, whether it’s to the

         group of athletes in general or their team in particular. Sports also contribute to a teenager’s sense of a stable identity

         with particular values. “I’m a football player” is a very different statement than “I play football.” People are complicated,

         however; no individual is just one thing. It’s better to encourage children—and adults—not to assume a single identity to

         the exclusion of all else.

      


      • Time management. Young athletes learn to manage their time productively. They know they have to get their homework 

          done, so they learn not to waste time (some of them even quit watching television and hanging out at the mall). They plan

         ahead, so that big school projects don’t catch them by surprise. They even figure out they have to eat well and get a good

         night’s sleep. Countless athletes, in school and the workplace, say that being an athlete taught them discipline that is invaluable

         in their lives on and off the field.

      


      • Long-term thinking. Athletes learn the fundamental lesson of sacrificing immediate gratification for long-term gain. This is the basis for personal

         success as well as for civilization in general, and no lesson can be more valuable.

      


      Social Benefits


      Sports are a social activity. Team sports are obviously done with other people, but even individual sports are often done

         as a team (tennis, golf, track). All sports, however, are intended to be performed in front of others, and the social ramifications

         are many. Here are some of them.

      


       


      • Relationships with other kids. Athletes develop relationships with their teammates. For boys, sports are a primary, and unfortunately sometimes the sole,

         way of socializing with others. In many schools and communities, nonathletic males find it difficult to develop a social network

         at all. For girls, who according to the feminist theorist Carol Gilligan tend to define themselves through their relationships

         rather than their achievements, sports offer yet another way to make friends and create an alternate peer group. According

         to Mike Nerney, a consultant in substance abuse prevention and education, multiple peer groups are always a good idea for

         teens, who have an intense need for inclusion and belonging, but who can also be volatile, cruel to each other, and foment

         destructive behavior as a group. Having a refuge when relations go wrong with one group can alleviate a 

          great deal of stress and offer an alternative for kids who feel uncomfortable or frightened by peers who engage in high-risk

         activities.

      


      • Teamwork. On a team, kids learn about cooperation, camaraderie, give-and-take. They learn that while their natural position might be

         wide receiver, the team needs a cornerback, so they sacrifice their personal desires and play defense. They learn that you

         don’t have to like someone in order to work together toward a common goal. They also discover that you can work for people

         you don’t respect and still be productive, improve your skills, and have fun. A team is a natural environment in which to

         learn responsibility to others: you can’t stay out carousing the night before a game; sometimes you need to pass up a party

         in order to show up and play well.

      


      Kids learn these lessons from their teammates and, most important, a coach who encourages the good of the team over the needs

         of an individual player. This attitude is sometimes rare in today’s sports climate, where what’s glorified is to “be the man.”

         I think the earlier the message is instilled about the good of the larger whole, the better for kids in the long run.

      


      • Diversity. Organized sports sponsored by clubs or youth leagues not affiliated with schools offer players an opportunity to meet a variety

         of kids from different backgrounds. Students from public, private, and parochial schools come together in a common enterprise,

         crossing socioeconomic and ethnic lines, so that over time all players broaden their sense of how other people live. The genuinely

         multicultural environment is of tremendous importance in our polarized society. Kids play on the same team, wear the same

         uniform, share the same objectives and experiences. Sports are a great equalizer: rich or poor, black, brown, or white, are

         irrelevant. What counts is talent and heart.

      


      • Relationships with adults. When coaches, parents, and kids see each other at practice and games week after week, year after year, the adults learn to

         admire and praise the kids’ prowess and 

          progress, even when kids are as young as third graders. This kind of attention helps youngsters learn to balance their own

         evaluation of their improving skills with the appraisal of others who are not blood relatives; they also begin the lifelong

         process of figuring out whom to listen to when they hear conflicting advice or assessments. In addition, for young athletes

         of all ages, attention from interested adults is not only flattering but also helps them overcome shyness and develop poise

         when talking to relative strangers in social situations. The ability to feel comfortable in a variety of social circumstances

         will be progressively more valuable in a world of multiple cultures and decreasing numbers of supportive communities.

      


      Sports give kids an opportunity to spend ongoing periods of time with an adult in a shared endeavor. Indeed, kids may spend

         more time with their coach than with any other adult in their lives, especially if they’re on a school team or a club team

         that practices two or more times a week. Ideally this coach cares about them as whole beings rather than particular talents

         who can run for touchdowns or block opponents’ shots. To thrive, kids need to be with adults who want them to do well in a

         variety of endeavors, who notice their improvements and hard work, who manifest sound values, and who don’t pay attention

         to them solely because of their contributions to the win column.

      


      The coach-player relationship can be very strong, and even parentlike. Coaches of young athletes take on a tremendous responsibility

         to set a good example and treat their players respectfully. Thankfully, most coaches take this responsibility very seriously.

      


      Sometimes, the coach-player relationship can even be life-saving. A female coach of a varsity boys’ team reported that one

         of her players came to her saying, “I need to talk to you. I found blood in my urine.”

      


      “Let me ask you something,” the coach replied. “Have you been having unprotected sex?”


      

      “No, of course not. I can’t believe you asked me that,” he said.


      “Well, I need to know what direction to take you in. No matter what happened, you need to see a doctor.”


      The coach recalled, “This boy was very good looking and very popular. I knew what was going on. The doctor found he had picked

         up a venereal disease which could have made him infertile. The boy called me from the doctor’s office to say thank you.”

      


      • Participating in a community. Sports foster a sense of community: they give both participants and spectators the experience of belonging to something larger

         than themselves, the need for which seems to be hard-wired into the human brain. This is why kids love playing for their schools,

         why high school football games in small cities can draw tens of thousands of spectators week after week, and why adults identify

         with their college teams years after they have graduated. Playing for an institution or a community gives kids a chance to

         feel that they are making a genuine contribution to a larger group.

      


      

      Highs and Lows


      Sports can actually change the physiology of athletes and fans. Physical exertion can raise the level of pheronemes and endorphins,

         brain chemicals that cause exhilaration. Exercise can also elevate the serum testosterone level, which makes the heart beat

         faster. Spectators can feel depressed when their team loses and elated when their team wins. They, too, undergo physiological

         changes when watching their team: fans of the winning team experience an increase in testosterone, whereas supporters of the

         losers undergo a decrease in testosterone.

      


    


      

      When playing for school or club teams, young athletes are afforded the opportunity to see how grownups and children treat

         one another and how this treatment has long-term consequences. They can see which adults care about kids, are willing to do

         their fair share and more, and take a stand for what they believe in. They see 

          which parents are cooperative—pitching in to help with snacks, driving their kids’ teammates to games, serving as team treasurer,

         volunteering to line the fields on cold, rainy mornings. They hear parents screaming at the officials and recognize which

         ones know the rules and which don’t. They see who supports their own children and others, who bullies their children or the

         officials. They see parents who teach their children to assume they are always right, are better than the other players, and

         that someone else, anyone else, is always at fault if things go wrong. They also see how the kids in these families emulate

         or reject their parents’ behavior. They think about how they will treat their own children and how they will behave with their

         friends as members of groups.

      


      One hockey father says, “Part of the benefit of sports is that children observe its complex social dynamic among coaches,

         parents, players, and officials. There’s a wide range of ethics, such as the attitude toward authority. Do you try to abide

         by the spirit of the rules, get away with what you can, accept what an official says, or do you argue and yell at him, or

         complain about it? Another major element they encounter is the difference between teammates who are good at communicating

         and sharing versus those who are out to get what they can for themselves. This is a dichotomy adults face throughout life.

         Kids involved in sports have to consciously or subconsciously figure out where they fit into those various spectrums.”

      


      Participating for years on the same team not only improves the play, because the players learn each other’s strengths and

         weaknesses and where they’ll be on the field or court, but it gives kids a wider view of the world and the people in it.

      


      Similarities of Sports and the Arts


      Are the benefits of sports unique? Many have noted that the arts produce many of the same benefits as sports, for both participant

         and spectator.

      


      

      Sports entail all elements of human life—physical, emotional, cognitive, social—but in a simplified, orderly form. Sports

         boil life down to competition governed by agreed-upon rules. The opponents are known, the goals clear and quantifiable. Athletes

         practice the skills necessary to excel and gain a sense of control and mastery. Sports are a public performance, which fosters

         a sense of community among people—participants as well as spectators—who would otherwise be strangers. At their best, they

         produce a sense of exhilaration.

      


      The arts are the other significant leisure activity that distills life down to simpler forms. The arts simplify life by selecting

         and arranging certain elements to create a unified, expressive whole. They too are intended for an audience. The performing

         arts, dance in particular, have much in common with sports: they take place outside of everyday life, the activities are physical

         and demand practice, and performance can produce exhilaration and a sense of community.

      


      What makes sports different from the arts is that they demand a spontaneous response to surprise. A dance is choreographed;

         the dancers know what they are to do at every moment. A game has set plays, but the athletes must respond to what their opponents

         do, or to the unexpected bounce of the ball. The denouement of the game is uncertain, often until its final seconds. This

         combination of total human exertion with an environment that balances control, spontaneity, and uncertainty leads to the unique

         excitement and satisfaction of sports, for both athletes and spectators.
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      As with most spheres of human endeavor, the benefits of sports can easily turn into deficits. Moderation is, as the Greeks pointed out,

         the key to wisdom. Many in the athletic community worry that youth sports have become too serious, and that the win-at-all-costs

         mentality has become the reality today. Youth sports shouldn’t be an 

          obsession that excludes other areas of life (academics, the arts, community service, family life, religious training). Sports

         should be just one arena of many in which kids have a chance to express themselves and have fun.

      


      When winning is overvalued, the idea of sportsmanship and fair play disappears, as does concern for the whole child. When

         only a kid’s athletic talent is important, her character development, her academic performance and needs, her long-term physical

         health, the development of her skills at other positions on a team are neglected. The pressure to be a winner may push some

         young athletes toward unsafe performance-enhancing drugs or body-building supplements. Furthermore, when winning is the prime

         value, the public nature of sports can turn sour. An athlete who is not playing well or makes a mistake may feel humiliation

         and shame because she knows everyone is watching.

      


      Being a member of a team can become destructive if the players turn arrogant and fall into an us-them mentality, seeing opponents

         as the enemy and treating their nonathletic peers as inferior or contemptible. Furthermore, if a teenager overidentifies as

         an athlete, he will be ignoring other interests at a time when he should be broadening rather than narrowing his horizons.

      


      College and professional sports have become corrupted by the win-at-all-costs mentality, and this corruption is intensified

         by big-money contracts for winning players, coaches, and organizations. Loyalty, camaraderie, sportsmanship, the joy of mastering

         skills—these values all too often disappear when “winning is the only thing.” If they remain uninfected by the toxins of winning

         at all costs and instead focus on effort and fair play, youth sports can be beautiful, exciting, and fun. They can provide

         kids with an extraordinary opportunity to express their talents and their character, to run around screaming and laughing

         with joy.

      


      The job of parents and coaches of young athletes is to maximize the benefits and minimize the deficits of youth sports by

         keeping a long-term perspective and helping kids do the same.

      


      

      

      The Box Score


      

      	The benefits of youth sports are physical, personal, and social.


      	The deficits of youth sports are physical, personal, and social.


      	Adults make the difference, for good or ill.


      	Moderation and balance in all things.


    


    


  


      

   	

      

      Chapter 2


      Life on the Sidelines


      BEING A GOOD SPORTS PARENT


      Being a good sports parent means supporting your child’s needs, 
setting a good example, and being respectful to the people

            who make 
sports possible: the coaches, officials, other parents, and the kids.

      


      If you’re involved in youth sports, then you already know the horror stories:

      


      

      	

      	The father who berates a teenage ref, “You idiot! You just think you’re a man because you have a whistle in your mouth, but you don’t even know the rules!”

      


      	The father who yanks his daughter out of a tournament game, then swings at the coach, screaming, “You’re not giving Lisa

         enough playing time but you keep your own kid in the whole game!” while Lisa weeps with embarrassment.

      


      	The mother who screams at her child that she isn’t kicking or tackling hard enough, isn’t shooting often enough. The girl

         freezes up and plays well only when her mother doesn’t attend the game.

      


      	The father who tells the coach to yell at his child for “losing” the game, because “it builds character.”


      	The father (who’s not the coach) who walks out to the pitching mound and tells his ten-year-old son, loudly enough for all

         the 

          players and parents to hear, “I’m not going to let you pitch anymore. You’ve embarrassed yourself enough today.”

      


    


      Then there are the extreme cases: fathers, and mothers too, who engage in criminal assault, such as the father who menaced

         a teenage ref with a knife, or the father who killed his son’s youth hockey coach when they got in a fight over the coach’s

         encouraging the players to be overly physical.

      


      Athletics can also, however, bring out the best in parents. There are shining-moments stories aplenty:


      • The parent-coach of an eight-year-olds’ soccer team who risks losing a game (and incurring parental wrath) by telling the

         ref the opposing team had scored a goal the ref hadn’t seen.

      


      • The mother who tells the coach it’s okay to bench her child because he didn’t attend a mandatory practice.


      • The mother who cheers all good plays, whether made by her own child, a teammate, or someone from the opposing team.


      • The father who thanks an umpire for doing a good job.


      • The parents who volunteer to do whatever the team or league needs to have done: set up the fields, manage the scheduling

         of officials, design and order uniforms, organize a fund-raising bake sale, sign up parents to bring snacks for the players,

         distribute driving directions.


      Get a Handle on Your Own Issues


      Being a good parent on the sidelines is complicated. While a few rules are absolute—courtesy, respect for others, good sportsmanship—other

         guidelines depend on particular circumstances, such as the age and talent of the child, what the child wants, what the parent

         wants, and the fit between the desires and expectations of parent and child.

      


      

      When a child begins to play organized sports (often by age five), the parent can sometimes find himself reliving his own youthful

         fantasies; he envisions Johnny sinking a basket from half-court at the buzzer to win the game, just like he did (or worse,

         didn’t) in high school. The parent of a novice athlete is also customarily afflicted by a host of unexpected and difficult

         emotions, ranging from feeling judged by outsiders to wanting the child to have fun and learn, but also wanting the child

         to excel.

      


      

      Sports Start Early


      Recreational leagues have different ages for joining up.


      

      	AYSO (American Youth Soccer Organization) soccer begins at age 5.


      	T-ball begins at 4 or 5.


      	Pop Warner football starts at 7 or 8.


      	Peewee ice hockey leagues start at 7 or 8.


    


      Several studies have shown that injury rates to athletes under age 12 (that is, before puberty) are quite low. Most kids’

         sports are safe.


      


      It is very difficult to resist the impulse to compare our children to others. When a child enters a group situation such as

         school or organized sports, parents are often confronted with their first experience of seeing a large number of the same

         children repeatedly. The human brain learns by comparing and contrasting. On the one hand, it is comforting to see other children

         being just as annoying (whining, defiant, bossy, impudent) as ours. On the other hand, it’s devastating to see other children

         being “better” than our own—more articulate, creative, knowledgeable, polite, and so on. The pressure on parents is enormous.

         They want their children to do well, and they know they are being judged by the behavior and abilities of their children,

         whether this is fair or not. In addition, any parent who wants to can easily find areas where they can call themselves deficient.

         I see a lot of parents berating themselves—for “saying the wrong thing” to their child or “not being supportive enough.” I

         remind them: You don’t have to be perfect. You just have to be 

          right most of the time (meaning over 50 percent and trying for higher), set a good example, and make sure your kids know

         you’re on their side.

      


      This need to compare is real and has consequences. The pressures aroused by feelings of competition and parental inadequacy

         intensify when a child begins to play organized sports. Sports are defined by certain measurable expectations and criteria

         about performance, so children get judged for their “talent”—even though at age five or six, sheer size and aggressiveness

         usually make more difference than coordination and technical ability. Sports often begin at the same time the child enters

         school, so the pressures sometimes feel exponential.

      


      On top of all this, the sports environment is unpredictable and very public (remember, they’re called “spectator sports”). You find you have almost no control over what your children will be subjected to. Sports can provide new language

         other kids can use to torment poor Janie (“She can’t hit the ball”). Meanwhile, you have to stand supportively on the sidelines, alongside other viewing parents and children,

         unable to protect Janie from possible insult and humiliation. And if the child is very young, you may have had little experience

         and time to reflect on your own feelings and how best to help your child in these new circumstances of being appraised by

         friends and total strangers for her ability to win or at least score.

      


      The Competition Factor


      In life, there are many ways to win. A child can grow up to become an engineer, a writer, a doctor. Most parents would be

         very pleased by any one of these outcomes. But in sports, when one side wins, the other side loses. Indeed, winning is defined

         as beating the opposition. All too often, a broader idea of success—being the best that you can be, fulfilling your potential,

         improving your skills, doing something you love, building character and perseverance—is completely forgotten.

      


      Parents want their children to have fun and learn new skills. On the other hand, they also want their children to be outstanding

         at 

          whatever they pursue (that is, to be better than their peers) and to learn to compete aggressively so as to better navigate

         their way in the wider world. They want them to win—in sports and in life. The more competitive the parents, the more they

         want that win—for themselves as well as for their child.

      


      Athletic competition seems to be particularly acute for men, who tend to define themselves through external achievement. Sports,

         which some see as a healthy alternative to battle, provide an arena in which to achieve visible, measurable, and lauded success.

         Sports also provide an opportunity for humiliation and embarrassment. I hear too many stories of grownups recalling the searing

         pain of losing a game as a child and being blamed in public, or private, by their parents. Of grownups who stopped playing

         a sport they loved because they felt too much pressure to excel and win.

      


      One father I know, I’ll call him Jake, normally the nicest guy in the world, sometimes transforms into a terror at basketball

         games when his daughter is playing. Jake’s father was a professional player. Jake played as a kid, and his father criticized

         him mercilessly and incessantly until Jake finally had the good sense to quit. Now Jake wants to support his daughter’s athletic

         efforts but also wants her to be “the best.” He harasses refs with his bitter, barking criticism and has trained his daughter

         to blame her teammates for any mistakes she makes on the court. Unwittingly he has set up the same dynamic with his daughter

         that his father did with him: making basketball unpleasant by hewing to unrealistic judgments. He needs to step back and gain

         a wider perspective on how his attitude is warping his daughter’s self-esteem and her relations with other people.

      


      Be Clear About What You Want


      The question is how to sort out all the conflicting feelings. This comes down to (a) defining your objectives and being willing

         and able to redefine them as your child matures and (b) staying true to your objectives, even during a hotly contested game

         when you’re 

          surrounded by other parents screaming their heads off. This, of course, is the really hard part.

      


      When your child is five, you may simply want her to have fun. When she’s fifteen, you may be hoping that basketball will provide

         a boost with college admissions, or will keep her fit and help reduce the stress in her life. Or you may want your child to

         be the star of at least one high school team. But bear in mind that your objectives may be different from your child’s. The

         New York Times published a survey in 1977 in which parents and kids (ages eight to ten) chose the three most important reasons for the child

         to play competitive sports. The parents chose “being challenged,” “learning to compete,” and “winning.” The kids chose “having

         fun,” “learning new skills,” and “making friends.” As I said before, being a sports parent is tough, and the job description

         keeps changing, so parents have to stay on their toes.

      


      Clearly and above all, youth sports should be about having fun. This is particularly true in America, where our population

         is becoming progressively more inactive. Several teenage patients in my practice have burned out on their sport; they don’t

         play anymore. What we are after is long-term health, and that means kids staying physically active their whole life. Good

         physical habits are established when kids are young, and if they aren’t having fun, they don’t keep playing.

      


      As a parent you need to keep this fact in mind at all times. Sometimes it’s hard, especially when you’ve been reduced to playing

         chauffeur most days. It sometimes helps to remember that you only have the kids at home for eighteen years, and then there

         are no more games to attend (unless you and they are very lucky, and they go to a nearby college and make the team).

      


      And speaking of chauffeuring, remember this: When it comes to your kid’s sports life, the only time you should be in the driver’s

         seat is when you’re taking him to his games.

      


      Recently, an eleven-year-old three-sport athlete—tennis, soccer, and ice hockey—came to my office with an overuse knee 

          injury that required surgery. Over the summer he practiced each sport two hours a day and went to a sports camp for each

         sport. During the school year, he had school team practice in the afternoon and practice for his club team at night. His mother

         proudly repeated, “He is the best player on the soccer team and the best player on the hockey team, the best.” It was clear

         that his being the best was the only thing that mattered to her. My patient, on the other hand, never smiled, even when his

         mother reported his stats. He talked about his sports participation with not an iota of excitement or pleasure, as though

         sports were a form of servitude. I saw him as a victim of parental pressure, someone who because of his parents’ personal

         needs had completely lost sight of the bigger picture of enjoyment as the reason to play sports. These parents’ desire for

         reflected glory blinds them to what is best for their child in the long run.

      


      Most parents want the best for their children. They want to make the world a better place for their children, and they want

         their children’s life to be better than their own. Often accompanying this yearning for generational improvement, however,

         is a need for the child to redeem the failures of the parent, to avenge the parent for any remembered insult or slight, whether

         in high school, the workplace, or elsewhere.

      


      When there’s a mismatch between the parents’ expectations and the child’s talents, tension is likely to surface. The parent

         who desperately wants his kid to be a star can make a bench player miserable through overt or covert criticism. When the child

         is an athlete but the parent wants a pianist or dancer, she might belittle sports and the child’s athletic abilities, and

         even manipulate schedules to interfere with team practices or games. Even when parents are careful to say little to their

         child about sports, the child often picks up on their deep-rooted interests (for example, the father is a volunteer coach

         and watches all the games he can on television) and tries to comply even when she has little talent and prefers other activities.

         With matching expectations, however, life is more pleasant.

      


      

      Sports, parents, and children can be a volatile combination. I tell parents it’s a good idea to step back and think calmly

         about a number of issues here:

      


      

      	What do you really want your child to get from sports? What are your short-term goals? What are your long-term goals? Short-term

         goals might be to have fun, develop good social skills, make friends, enhance self-esteem. Long-term goals might include to

         develop athletic talent, to maintain fitness, to develop an identity unique to the child and separate from the parent, to

         develop lifelong habits of physical activity. Note: Throughout life, fitness is correlated with a reduced incidence of depression.

      


      	Are your own hopes and expectations helping or hindering you from reaching your goals for your child?


      	How might your experience with sports affect your relationship with your child? Will it bring you closer or push you apart?


    


      Are You an Overinvolved Parent?


      One way to think about overinvolvement is to consider where your emotional resources are invested. Financial advisers steer

         clients away from overinvestment in any one area. Yet every weekend we see vast numbers of financiers, not to mention doctors,

         lawyers, merchant chiefs, who have clearly overinvested emotionally in their children’s athletic lives.

      


      What exactly does that mean? And are you among this growing legion? Here’s a quiz to help you figure out where you stand.


      The Eleven Warning Signs of Emotional Overinvestment


      Respond yes or no to the following:


      

      	You never miss your child’s games, even if it means sneaking out of important business meetings.


      	
Your entire social life revolves around your kid’s team.


      	Your kid’s performance and the team’s fortunes are your primary topics of conversation.
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