









[image: 0743205758-001]











[image: 0743205758-003]
FIRESIDE


Rockefeller Center


1230 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10020





Visit us on the World Wide Web:


http://www.SimonSays.com





Copyright © 2001 by Vincent Fortanasce, M.D.





All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.








FIRESIDE and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster Inc.

ISBN-10: 0-7432-1765-9
ISBN-13:  978-0-7432-1765-1






Acknowledgments




This book could not have come into being without the assistance of many people. First, I would like to thank my family: my children, Vinnie and Kaycee and Michael, who helped with the drawings; my siblings, Joan, Elaine, and Michael; my niece, Gerilyn, and nephew, Mark, and their children.

My friends supported me and shared their stories: Dino and Hope Clarizio, Don and Judy Norquist, Mary and Schuck, Nancy and Michael Iredale, Mel Apt, Ed Todd, Charlie Imbus, Rick Shubin, Ken Wogensen, Brent and Chris Miller, Richard and Mary Vanis, Charles Eastman, Karen Dardeck, Mike Habib, Dennis and Carolyn Lee, Melodie and Tammy Atkinson, and Neil Romano.

Special thanks to Lawrence Robinson and Doris Cooper, who helped with writing the manuscript, and to Amy Rennert, my agent. To Gayle Hartell for his psychological insights.

At the American Youth Soccer Organization I would like to thank Dick Wilson, Cathy Ferguson, Rise Reading, Mark Auch, and John Ouelette, national coach of AYSO.

I cannot thank you all enough for your support, love, and assistance.









To the woman who held me when I was a child, consoled me as an adolescent, encouraged me as a young man, and is my inspiration. Truly the saint of soccer, my mom, Rose Fortanasce.






Contents


INTRODUCTION

1 Dreams

2 The Game





I: THE KEYS TO SUCCESS

3 Communication

4 The Present


5 Attitude


6 Acceptance





II: WHY YOU AREN'T USING THE KEYS

7 Expectations

8 Emotional Intelligence

9 Development


10 Attention





III: SOCCER IS SPELLED C-H-A-R-A-C-T-E-R

11 Success

12 Character Versus Talent

13 Character: The What


14 Character: The How


15 Rules Versus Spirit


16 Conscience

IV: HOW TO CREATE A HARMONIOUS GAME

17 Harmony

18 Cheering

19 The Cell Phone Invaders

20 Violence





V: PARENTING

21 Parent Power

22 Parental Consistency

23 Virtual Insanity: Sports' Greatest Enemy

24 Joining In


25 The Family Value





VI: COACHING

26 The Coach

27 The Mother of All Meetings

28 The Coach's Letter


29 The Marathon


30 How to Find the Right Coach

31 The Last Life Lesson





VII: WHAT IS THIS GAME CALLED SOCCER?

32 The Rules That Protect the Spirit of Soccer





GLOSSARY OF SOCCER TERMS










Introduction


Soccer, like music and art, is one of those precious gifts that gives value to life.

Life Lessons from Socceris about the complex relationships among parents, coaches, and children on the soccer field. Its focus is one of a child's first treks through life, one guided principally by parents. It's about the true goals of soccer: the development of perseverance, courage, and character. It is about changing parents' and coaches' concepts that a child is born a winner or a loser, intelligent or stupid, agile or awkward.

The great soccer player Pelé once said, “School is for the child. But soccer is for the family and child.” The soccer field is the family's field of opportunity. It bestows an opportunity to learn the life lessons of:






	Support

	Friendship

	Competition

	Victory

	Defeat

	Care, courage, and character

	The exceptional bond between parent and child and community

	

	Presence, attitude, acceptance, and communication

	Love







Life Lessons from Soccerincludes true stories, some humorous, some sobering. The names used are fictitious and often used to illustrate the point and focus: Mr. Excuski, Mrs. Bigwig, Mr. Sherman, and Hank “the Horrible,” to name a few. Sometimes I have combined scenarios, for the sake of being concise, but I hope that each story will enhance your understanding of your child and your unique relationship with him or her.

Experience gives you life's consequences, then teaches you the lesson.Life Lessons from Socceris written so you can learn from the experiences of my life as a dad, coach, and physician.
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Dreams



The 1st Life Lesson:


A Child Without a Dream Is Like a Boat Without a Sail


Seven-year-old Kathy beamed a smile that could have brightened the rainiest of days. “Mom, Mom!” she cried out excitedly. Her mother was pouring milk into a mug with a picture of Madonna on the side. “What is it?” she asked.

“I know what I want to be when I grow up! I want to be like Mia Hamm!”

Her mother sighed. “She's not another rock star, is she?”

“No, Mom, she's the greatest soccer player ever! I'm gonna be like her, you watch.” Her words were spoken with the absolute certainty that only fantasy-laden children can muster. “Can I get a soccer ball and a poster of her maybe? I'll clean my room and vacuum forever. I promise, I promise.”

Kathy's mom, a corporate lawyer, sighed again and, in the same tone a jury foreman might use to declare a defendant guilty, said, “No. Stop filling your head with childish dreams. You've never even played soccer before, how can you be thegreatest player? Eat breakfast, finish your homework, and get ready for school.” Suddenly a chill wind swept the sunshine from Kathy's face and clouds covered the twinkle in her eyes. “Don't you realize it's only study and hard work that will help you make something of your life? It's a degree you need, not a poster!”

With a few simple words, both Kathy and her dream had been crushed.








Dreams


Dreams are an inspiration to children. Yes, they are childhood dreams—to be a professional soccer player, a firefighter, a rock star, or an actress—but children see these people on TV and it's exciting to them. It's what they talk about at school. Most important, dreams provide motivation, purpose, and direction for a child, no matter how unlikely the dreams are. Nurture the dreams and they will bring spirit, determination, and pleasure to your child. After all, success ultimately is determined by the joy in life.

Those childhood dreams will change with age, just as eightyearold boys hate girls and then grow to love them at eighteen.








Today's Dream May Be Tomorrow's Reality


Sam wanted to be a soccer player like the great Brazilian player Pelé. But Sam was the smallest in his class, slow, and not very skillful with a soccer ball.

However, his parents never wavered. They brought him toevery North American Soccer League game, especially when the New York Cosmos and Pelé were playing. They helped Sam pin a giant poster of Pelé on his bedroom wall and Sam worked hard to play as well as he could.

Ten years later, Sam's dream changed. He wanted to be a doctor. He went after that dream with the same zeal that he had pursued his dream of being a soccer player. He graduated medical school near the top of his class. His parents taught him as a child to follow his dream. They thought he could do whatever he set his mind to do. And, as a result, so did Sam.

Too many parents stamp out childhood dreams with adult realities. In doing so they stamp out a child's hope and motivation, they quash the sunshine and starry-eyed fantasies that make childhood so special.








We Don't Remember Days, Only Moments


I can still remember the moment one cloudy Saturday morning when my dad asked me to fetch the mower from the garage to cut the lawn. You might ask why this is such a memorable moment. Well, it was my tenth birthday and it appeared that my parents had forgotten. I dutifully trudged to the garage and pulled open the door. I moved some boxes and a bike out of the way and finally uncovered the mower. My parents stood behind me, staring in disbelief as I slowly pushed it out. My dad cleared his throat. “Hey, Vin.” I looked up at him, feeling very sorry for myself. I couldn't believe they'd forgotten my birthday. He smiled at my mom, then patted me on the head. “How are you going to win the Tour de France?” I frowned, then followed his gaze over to the bike. It was a gleaming ten-speed racer. Mybirthday present! I hadn't even noticed it. In a flash I was a bundle of excitement, my head filled with images of winning the bicycle race of bicycle races, the Tour de France. I carried this dream with me for a long time. I never raced in the Tour, of course, only with the other kids on my block, but I still remember the moment my parents ignited my childhood dream. They believed in me.
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Several studies have shown that parents who nurture childhood dreams have children who are happier and have a greater sense of control over their destiny.

Talent, character, and a good sense of right and wrong are important. However, without a dream, without hope and motivation, a child is like a ship on dry land.

If your child has no direction, no hero, no dream, what do you do?






	Look at yourself, and ask what is your dream? If the answer is, “I don't have one,” that may be the problem. Get a dream, let your child have dreams.

	If you feel that you are nurturing your child's dream, but your child seems to lack enthusiasm, ask yourself, “Is it my dream, or my child's?”

	Inspire your child. After all, a good parent is an example, a great parent is an inspiration. Be an inspiration, a parent who nurtures dreams and hope.
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The Game



The 2nd Life Lesson:


Keep in Focus the Goal of Children's Soccer


The morning dew had not yet burned off the soccer field as the sun rose over the San Gabriel Mountains. Each blade of grass lay tranquil and peaceful, ready to form the new carpet for tiny feet pushing a leather ball around in hopes of scoring a goal. I looked proudly at my son, Vinnie, who had just turned five. Glimpsed through the morning sun, he looked somewhat like a Raggedy Andy doll: oversize shorts extending halfway down his calves, shin guards dangling from his socks like Roman shields, and a shirt that was at least five sizes too big with baggy sleeves draped over his fingers. But the one thing that fit just perfectly was his huge grin. His little thumping heart was full of expectations.

I, too, took a deep breath. I could smell a faint hint of orange blossom mixed with freshly cut grass that made the experience complete. This was no baseball field, but I had the same excited feeling and anticipation of fun and adventure thatI had when I played Little League baseball. His two younger siblings, Kaycee and Michael, stood with their mom on the touchline. I knew little about the sport, though my family is from Italy, home of some of the greatest soccer players in the world.

Vinnie's coach, Hank, a burly, angular man, looked like every baseball coach I had ever seen, except he was dressed in shorts rather than trousers and wore a red bandanna instead of a baseball cap. But he had that same authoritative strut and command to his voice that I'd seen around every baseball diamond. Our team, the Bears, was preparing to face the Hornets. I looked over to the other side of the field where the Hornets were huddled. Three of the boys perched on a soccer ball, using it as a pogo stick to bounce around on their little rear ends, then fell on the ground, rolling in the dirt and doing what kids do best: having fun. They didn't look much like Hornets to me. Hank, whose nickname I would not discover until later, led our five-, six-, and seven-year-olds through a vigorous calisthenics routine. Quite impressive, I thought, despite the fact that they were all hopping up and down, much to Hank's displeasure, like spilled marbles bouncing along the ground.








The Game


Then the game began. It looked nothing like the games I'd seen on TV, with the players spread across the field in a neat order, the ball passing between them methodically. This was more like a game of rugby, with everyone swarming after the ball, kicking it, missing, diving, and falling on the ground. A few kids appeared to have some skill, but the majority were just expressingthe freedom of being outside, kicking and jumping and having a great time.

The score at the end of the first half was 1–1. As they walked off at halftime all the little boys had big smiles that could light up a moonless night. Then Hank began his halftime pep talk. He loomed over the Bears and shouted, “What is wrong with you? Why don't you listen? Stay in your positions and you forwards, don't just dribble the ball,shoot!” In an unforgiving tone he urged them to, “Be more intense. More intense. More intense.” The kids looked up at him with furrowed brows, confusion etched across their faces.

I couldn't help noticing the Hornets' coach, Judy. She was kneeling down, eye level to her players, smiling and laughing with them.

As the whistle blew for the start of the second half, I was astonished to hear Hank whisper to our gangly striker, Shawn, “If their number 6 gets in your way again, take him out.” What did that mean? As the second half began I noted that Judy had substituted in her second team, giving every child a chance to play, and luckily the no. 6 had been left out. We, however, still had in our starting eleven. It quickly became apparent that their second team was no match for our first. Only their goalkeeper, Armando, an obviously talented kid, remained in, but he alone was no match for our forwards, especially Shawn. The second half was barely a minute old when our Bears scored.

As the game restarted, the Hornets' goal quickly came under attack again. Little Armando worked valiantly, diving to the left and right, blocking shots, scampering across the goal mouth, throwing his body in the way of the ball. But his effort was in vain and a third goal came within a couple of minutes. The Hornets' entire defense seemed to have melted with thesubstitution of their key players. Every time the ball hit the back of the net, Hank jumped into the air, landed on his knees, arms outstretched, and yelled “Goooooal!” at the top of his lungs.

After the fourth goal blasted past him, poor Armando's spiritswithered. His shoulders slumped, his arms hung listlessly by his sides. “You couldn't catch a cold,” shouted one of the Little Bears' dads.

Armando's dad, José, was easy to pick out from the crowd. He was the man with the anguish in his face. A muscular, squarejawed man with olive skin whom I judged to be hardworking by the calluses and fine scratches etched across his hands, he shouted the first words of encouragement to his son, “Great try,” “Good effort,” and “That's my son.” His words were filled with warmth, acceptance, and support. But as each goal was scored, his voice strained. “Watch out! Man on the right!” His cross expression clearly said, “Why are they allowing this to happen to my son?” The same thoughts were racing through my mind. Why didn't Hank substitute some of our players to even the game out? Yes, we were winning, but at what cost? The game as a competition was over. Now it was the slaughter of the innocent. Somebody had made a mistake. Now all the Hornets' parents swarmed around their coach, yelling at her, urging her to “do something.”

Then it happened. The sixth goal shot past Armando and he sank to his knees, all seven years of him, tears streaming down his face as he realized how hopeless it all was now. But in kids' soccer, the game is not played just on the field, but also on the touchlines. I could see Armando's mother holding onto his father's arm. She pleaded, “Don't go, you'll only make things worse for him.”

But José could not be deterred. He tore out onto the field, picked up his son, and hugged him. Everyone heard it. “Dad, I tried, I tried. I can't stop them. I'm no good.”

Then José replied, “Son, I love you. I love you. Now don't give up. Don't give up.” Then he looked up and glared at Hank, anger and anguish glistening in his eyes. He didn't say anything. Hank and the Bears could have their victory. All he wanted was for his son not to be hurt anymore. I looked at the Hornets' baby faces that had been filled with bouncing giggles an hour ago. Now, half their light was out, their spirits crushed.

Then Hank did the unthinkable and yelled at Armando's tearful father. “Get off the field, we're not finished with you yet. Losers cry. Winners win,” he mocked. “No wonder your kid cries with the example you give him.”

José walked slowly over to Hank. Everyone stared in stunned silence as José raised his fist, his eyes fixed on Hank. Then, just as suddenly, José lowered his fist and gently shook his head. “And what are you really winning?” he asked Hank. “If it means that much to you, take the victory. If beating up little boys is what you call winning.” He turned to go back to his wife, carrying his son. At that moment, it was as if dark clouds and evil spirits overshadowed the blue sky. Parents turned on coaches, parents on parents, team on team, coach on coach. Good manners and good sportsmanship were bid good riddance for the rest of the season.

A parent of one of the Hornets yelled out that he thought they needed a “real coach.” Another cried, “Hey, Judy, get our good players—like my son—back on the field instead of these goofs!”

“Who are you calling a goof?” responded another wounded Hornets' parent. A scream across the field followed. “We'll show you who's not done scoring. If Armando's dad's afraid to knock your block off, I'm not, you *#@*%*#!!!”

Hank puffed out his chest and shouted back, “After we kickanother goal past you, I'll be over there to kick your *#@*%*#!” He looked down for the adulation of his Bears but all he saw were three boys with their fingers in their ears and the rest frowning. This was the first time some of the children had been exposed to such hatred demonstrated by anyone, let alone their moms and dads.

The damage had already been done. What at first had been a great day for kids had become a nightmare, a bitter feud between parents and coaches. And it was unlikely to end there. The incident had brought out the worst aspects of human nature and would set the tone for the rest of the season. What happened?








Children May Be Children, But Parents and Coaches Should Behave Like Adults


I realized that the problems with soccer were no different from those I'd encountered in Little League. The most surprising thing about kids' sports is that the parents can be reduced to barbarianism much more easily than their children. Players and parents who arrive with open hearts and smiling faces, eager to learn and have fun together, can be soured by adults who've forgotten the true meaning of soccer or any children's sport.

The goals of youth soccer are simple and fourfold: for the kids to have fun, to be safe, to build character, and, most important, to learn sportsmanship and fair play. At my son's game, the adults, the guardians of those principles, had failed the children. What struck me even more than the adults' immaturity was that it took only one man to initiate the conflict, which was fueled by theother adults, myself included. I'd cheered and jumped for joy after each goal. I urged our boys to score more and I certainly didn't go to Hank and say, “Hey, this is unfair.” I reveled in the other team's defeat. I felt stronger and superior because my team—my son's team—was mauling another bunch of five- and six-year-olds.Sad,I thought, is not the word.Tragicwas more like it.

And why do we adults allow this behavior to continue? The reason is simple. We have forgotten what is important. We all want our children to be made of the “right stuff,” to be confident, happy. But the right stuff is not created overnight. We forget that scores are meaningless to a child. What builds the right stuff is not winning, not being the best, buttryingone's best. Never giving up. That's the message we should be instilling in our children. That's the lesson that will best serve them throughout their lives. But to do this correctly we must be as concerned for another parent's child as for our own—even if that child is on the opposing team. Empathy and the ability to have compassion and protect all the children, not just your own, is the life lesson that will help our children most.








I Have Met the Enemy, and the Enemy Is Me


As everyone left the field that day, not even the victors seemed to feel good about themselves. Our coach, Hank, smiled, but it was a shallow and embarrassed one. I stared at him, appalled with the way he had fashioned the game, and I was going to have to air my disgust. It was unsportsmanlike and unfair to the kids, to say the least. In fact it was outrageous arrogance. He had single-handedly destroyed the game for everyone. That's what I'd tell him.

I walked over to him and the words just fell out. “Great job, coach.”

I couldn't believe that I'd just reinforced his destructive behavior.How many times has any parent done that? Each time my child comes back from a game, what is the first thing I ask him? Did you win? Did you score a goal? Is that really what I should be asking? Only one team ever wins, so there is a 50 percent chance that he is going to have to embarrassingly admit, “No, I lost, Dad. I'm a loser.” Usually only one or two players at most will get to score a goal during a soccer match. Defenders, even good ones, might not score during an entire season. And in fact, is winning and scoring goals the reason why they're there, or is it something else? Something that provides a victory even in defeat? Something that is more enduring than just talent, the scoreboard, or the standings? Something that makes children theright stuff?

So, instead of, “Did you win?” or, “Did you score a goal?” what should we be asking? How about, “Did you have fun?” or, “What did you do?” The score isn't the important part and it's a fallacy to say that winning breeds success. After all, winning is usually never final and losing is never fatal.

To top it all off, as I walked to my car, I overheard Richard, a Hornets dad, talking to his son. “A woman for a coach— damn, we'll never win. She keeps you, her best player, out and puts in kids that can't kick the dirt let alone the ball.” I thought that Judy was a good coach who had ensured that all her players played. Now she was being vilified for doing the right thing. That's why so many good coaches quit. I didn't realize it at the time, but Hank had made it look as if he'd substituted his best player. But he merely got Shawn, our top scorer, to switch shirts with another boy, so he could stay in the game! That's right, all hail the motto “Win at all costs.”

I remember my father's words when I was first teaching my kids to play ball. He put his hand on my shoulder and said, “Vin, there is no doubt that you have learned to win in life. But you did that not by winning but by something else.” He reminded me of the adage: “Winning and talent will get your kids to first base, but it is their character and how they deal with losing that will bring them home.” The metaphor is a little mixed when applied to soccer, but the spirit of the saying is exactly the same.

But what is character and how do you build it? Can parents and coaches influence children to grow up to be the right stuff? Can they foster a child's self-esteem and inner security? Certainly I saw during the game that day how parents and coaches can do exactly the opposite and destroy children's confidence and self-esteem. Which begs one question above all others: why?
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The major reasons why adults cause youth sport to deteriorate into a competition among adults are:






	An instinctive, primal need for a parent to protect a child from what the parent perceives as the pain of losing.

	Unconscious expectations of parents and coaches.

	Confusing success for children with success for parents.

	Parents' lack of know-how when it comes to positively influencing their child.







Primal protection, probably the most powerful of all emotions, is the instinctive force that drives a parent to protect hischild at all costs. It is so powerful in women that when given a choice between saving either their child or their husband, 98 percent of more than two thousand women surveyed said they would save the child. Only 52 percent of men said they would save their child over their spouse, according to an Adelphi University study. José's first instinct was to protect his son by running onto the field.

Unconscious parental and coach expectations take on many aspects. The day we think we havenohang-ups is the day we just added another. We have expectations that we don't even realize we possess. Fathers and mothers unconsciously believe, “My son or daughter must be everything I was not,” or, “She must be as great as I think I am.” Coaches have dreams of grandeur, of being “the winner.” They fear being rejected by the parents as a failure if they don't win. Later chapters will be devoted to this issue.

Confusion about what success is for a child versus success for an adult stems from parents and coaches experiences where they are evaluated on results only. Who cares how hard one worked, studied, or tried—you either got an A or not. Even inStar Wars,the wise old Jedi, Yoda, said, “There is notry. Onlydo!” However, for children, success is effort, trying hard, never giving up. Many parents are surprised to learn that results for children are minor. The fast track to childhood failure is to praise only results.

Most parents, although well intentioned, do not know how to influence their children to try their best and never give up. Perseverance is taught, fostered, and nurtured by you, the parent. Hank's answer to the problem was that the team must be “more intense.” But he wasn't teaching them about perseverance, the means to an end; he was simply focused on the goal.

Remember: You can open the door for your child but you cannot make him walk through it.
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Every parent wants the same thing for his or her children: for them to be successful winners in life—a Pelé, a Michael Jordan, a Tiger Woods, an Einstein, a Mother Teresa. But none of these people were born the way we remember them. Confidence, self-esteem, the “right stuff ” are not genetically inherited. They are carved out bit by bit, chiseled like Michelangelo'sDavidfrom a pristine slab of marble. Every major study in the past decade shows parental influence is essential for a child's success. Biological research has shown conclusively the brain's capacity and a child's ability can be increased by certain mental and physical experiences.

There are essential ingredients—I call them keys—that parents can use to help their children reach their goals. They are:






	Communication

	Presence

	Attitude

	Acceptance



Parents can be either a help or a hindrance to their child's success. Parents can instill either self-confidence or fear, honesty or deceitfulness, courage or cowardliness, discipline or irresponsibility, loyalty or selfishness. Soccer provides an essential opportunity to instill these principles.

Remember, children are like newly fallen snow: Be careful what you do, because every mark will show.
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Communication



The 3rd Life Lesson:


Say and Do What You Mean, and Listen to Your Child


The Key That Makes First Contact


Communication is the bridge that brings a child and parent together. The wordcommunicationin Latin means “to come as one.” There are two basic steps to communicating: talking and listening. Before you can teach, you must communicate.

My relationship with my children demonstrates the divisions in communication as well as any. They are computer literate, I am not. They understand all the terms used in soccer, I do not. Or didn't. In fact, when I first heard the termstriker,I thought, why would we want one on our team? We already had enough people not working. And we certainly didn't need anyone striking out. Of course, the termstrikerapplies to the team's target man, the primary goal scorer, and is obviously an excellent person to have on a team. But it just goes to show how the same word or phrase can have totally different meanings to kidsand adults. This gulf in communication became very apparent in the second game of the Bears' season.

I arrived early to find that a tent had been set up on our side of the field, which I presumed was there to keep the sun off the players. As Hank, the coach, marched onto the field he looked around for the kids but couldn't find them. They were all in the tent. He yelled angrily at them to get out. “Now. Move it, move it. Get out of there. You should be warming up, not sitting around in tents. Get out!”

Eric Woo, an impish boy who played left back and had an almost permanent smile etched on his face, sheepishly poked his head out and in genuine puzzlement said, “But, Coach, in the last game you yelled at us that we were notin tentsenough.” Hank exploded and yelled even louder, screaming unintelligible expletives at the terrified boys. As for me, I couldn't stop laughing.








Sarcasm Scars—Say What You Mean


“Oh, yeah, very clever, Woo. You're a very clever boy.” Hank was marching behind little Eric, snarling sarcastically. The boy's expression was a picture of bemusement. They had done what the coach had told them—beenin tents—and now the coach was clearly angry but still telling him he was smart. He didn't understand. Was he good or bad? He obviously couldn't work it out. And he looked like he just wanted to cry.

What most coaches and parents don't understand is that children, especially those under seven, interpret things literally. They are also egocentric; that is, they believe that whatever happens around them somehow had something to do with them. Eric misinterpreted the wordintense,thinking it meant “intents,” and he and many of the other children felt they were in some way responsible for the acrimony during and after the game. By the age of ten most children understand there are events that occur for which they are not responsible. In fact, any parent of an adolescent might think they take no responsibility for anything. I assure you, they do.








Time and Space Are Two-Dimensional


While watching TV soccer reruns, my son Vinnie said to his four-year-old brother, Michael, “I bet your candy bar that Cobi Jones scores from that free kick.”

Michael weighed it up for a moment, then nodded. “OK. I bet he doesn't.”

Jones stepped up to take the kick and sure enough bent the ball round the wall and into the net. As Michael went to hand over the candy bar, Vinnie admitted, “I cheated. I saw him score it yesterday on the news.”

Michael quickly replied, “So did I but I never thought he could do it again.”

Events and time for a child under seven are often onedimensional, and two separate events, though remembered, are not connected. This is why, when instructing a child, we must repeat, repeat, and repeat. Practice makes perfect. It is not that they are not listening, it's that their “computer” has not yet booted up completely. We've all experienced the, “Mom, are we there yet?” asked every five minutes on a trip.

At a pizza parlor, I asked Michael if he thought the world was round or flat. He answered with certainty that the world was roundandflat.

“That's impossible, Michael,” I said. “It must be either round or flat. It can't be both.” Michael shook his head and pointed to our pizza.

Depth perception, volume, and many spatial relations are concepts that we take for granted, but sometimes a child's two-dimensional concepts are difficult to refute. Remember: Children under nine literally don't see or recognize things as adults do, so we must take that into account. Children's developing neural circuits, together with their underdeveloped sight, hearing, and brain senses, make them see and interpret things differently. I remember the first time my dad bought me a microscope. For months afterward, I continually washed my hands, afraid of the world of little creatures I had seen that I never before knew existed.

Seventy-three percent of kids quit their childhood sports by age thirteen because, according to studies, it ceases to be fun, and the pressures put on them by coaches and parents don't make sense to them and don't make it worthwhile. To avoid these problems it is important that parents and coaches recognize and account for the differences in understanding and communication between adults and children. They simply are not the same. Say what you mean and mean what you say. Sometimes that means you must draw it out and make certain your child understands your terminology. Never assume anything.








Children Do What We Do


Charlie, excited after his game, asked his father, “Can we go to get ice cream now, Dad?”

Charlie's dad replied, “Yo!”

Charlie looked questioningly at him. “Is that yes or no, Dad?”

“You heard me. Yo!”

Charlie's voice turned into a whine. “Please, Dad, please. Is that yes or no?”

“Yo!”

Luckily Charlie's mom came to the rescue before Charlie broke down in tears. “Stop being stupid, Sam. Yes or no?”

“Yo!” he yelled again. At that point I just wanted to go over and get involved, but I refrained. Interestingly, I had heard Charlie saying exactly the same thing to his younger sister at training two days earlier. Yes, we teach our children many things, even how not to communicate. Such frustration is the first ingredient of failure.

Because adults understand the subtleties of language, they can use it in a sophisticated way. But kids often can't understand what is being said. When adults don't validate a child's insight, they begin to lose confidence in their perceptions. It's like a teacher marking you wrong for all your correct answers. That is what happens when adults use sarcasm, cynicism, or any glib remark where the words do not carry the meaning.

I remember being so confused at my first baseball game when I missed an easy fly ball that bounced in and out of my glove. My coach yelled, “Great catch. Next time use glue.” I remembered the tone wasn't very nice and clearly told me that I was bad. Children judge everything as either good or bad, something that pleases you or displeases you. They don't get that you are just being a wise guy. They just perceive you as being really mean, and yes, childish. As much as they want to play with you, they also look to you to be the adult.

Children See What We Say


Many children are easily distracted when not in the fray of the game. As the Hornets' Francis dribbled the ball upfield toward the goal, Charlie, our center back, was busy watching the grass grow. He didn't even notice Francis sweep right past him. Hank yelled at Charlie, “Great defending!” It sounds positive, but let's add what we call “the process,” the tone of voice and body language: angry and shouting, kicking the dirt.

More than just words convey our message. It is always the process that does it. In bringing a child across the bridge we must make the way simple and clear. Communication takes completely different forms for children and adults. For adults, a message is conveyed 80 percent by the words and 20 percent by the body language and tone of voice used. For children, tone and the body language communicate 90 percent of the message. The words are much more often misinterpreted or misunderstood. The first communication between you and your child was your eyes meeting, then you smiled and she smiled. If you spoke loudly or angrily, she pouted or cried. Listen to anyone talking to a child in a singsong voice. Childlike, we call it. And then somewhere along the line we suddenly think they're adults. We urge them when toddlers to talk and to get up and walk. When they do, too often we then tell them to sit down, behave, and be quiet. Yes, it's confusing.








Listen!


The following story illustrates a parent who talks but does not listen.

Ralph, the wily, freckled goalkeeper of the Hungry Hawks, signaled to his coach midway through the second half of a closely fought game. “Coach, Coach,” he cried out as his team was attacking the Bears' goal. The chubby coach peered over his spectacles and the little boy crossed his legs and screwed his face up in anguish. The coach ignored him and tapped his watch. It was close to the final whistle.

After several minutes of constant pressure on the Bears' goal, the Hawks finally scored to take a 2–1 lead. All the players and parents jumped up and down in celebration. All except Ralph, who was standing between the posts with his legs still firmly crossed, not daring to move, much less bounce. “Coach, Coach. Please . . .” he cried out again with a long drawn out “please.”

“Not now,” the coach shouted back. “We're ahead.”

The Bears took the kickoff and played the ball out wide to the right. After some fierce tackles, the ball finally broke loose to the Bears' right-winger, Carlos, who chipped the ball into the middle of the Hawks' half of the field. Shawn, the Bears' striker, raced onto it as two Hawks defenders scampered back. Shawn reached the ball first and looked up toward the Hawks' goal. All the players, coaches, and parents followed his gaze and were amazed to see not Ralph in the Hawks' goal, but his three-year-old brother, Kevin, who had heard Ralph's pleas and come to the rescue.

As Shawn approached with the ball, Kevin dived at his feet, tackled his leg, and hung on while Shawn tried to shake him off. But where was Ralph? Then everyone turned around at the loud flushing sound coming from the clubhouse. The door swung open and Ralph trotted back out to the field, tying the string at the front of his shorts, totally oblivious to the fact thateveryone was staring at him. He reached his goal, pulled his gloves back on, and looked up. “Let's go!” he shouted, clapping his hands enthusiastically. The referee scratched his head, bewildered. He didn't know whether to pull out a yellow card for a warning, a red card for an ejection, or maybe just a joker card.








Parents, Be Consistent—Send Out One Message Together


We parents, coaches, and referees must listen to our kids. It is our obligation. Just because they are small, what they say is just as important to them as our words are to us. In fact, the majority of the people who are considered good lecturers say that they believe their parents really listened to them. Listening makes your child feel important, and that will encourage him to communicate, because he will feel you're hearing his views and ideas.








Duty and Imagination


“Maria, remember you're a fullback. You have to stop their forwards from scoring,” urged the Blue Bells' coach, Hope.

“OK, Coach,” Maria replied with a grin. Two minutes later Maria was way out of position at the other end of the field with the other girls, dribbling and shooting and twirling her curls. Nonetheless, Maria managed to score a goal. Her teammates congratulated her and she ran back to her position at the back for the kickoff.

This time Hope was more specific. She was Maria's first-gradeteacher as well as her soccer coach, so she reminded her of something they had discussed in class. “Maria, remember the story of the Alamo, where Davy Crockett never left his position, not for any reason?”

“Yes,” said Maria.

“Well, be like Davy Crockett and stay there at all costs. Got it?”

“Got it, Coach,” beamed Maria. The game continued and Maria maintained her position. Hope's communication was simple and direct and it worked. She said it at eye level, maintained good eye contact, and spoke in terms that Maria could understand.

Shortly after the game, they all returned to the locker room. An hour later Hope was headed out to her car when something caught her attention out of the corner of her eye. Maria was still standing on the field in the fullback position. If she hadn't been retrieved she may have stayed at her post forever. What devotion. What power our suggestions can have.

Most of us do not understand how important our approval is to our children. What we mean as mere suggestions or rules are often taken as “missions” to children in their attempts to please us and earn our approval. If our approval is reasonably and consistently obtained, children develop a certitude and confidence in how to deal with situations. If they do something and are rewarded, they start to feel even more confidence and that they are in control of their lives. Parents and coaches who have expectations that are not congruent with the child's ability can take even the most highly motivated child and drain him or her of all confidence and self-assurance. They become quitters. And quitting is probably an appropriate mechanism to remove the child from a situation where he is only going to fail, and feel terrible about himself.

Two Instructions Too Many


Remember that children take things literally.

I was at the end of my tether. I was no longer coaching with Hank and my team was playing the Bears. They had scored two goals in as many minutes, simply because my defenders, the Blizzards, were chasing the ball into midfield instead of keeping their positions in defense. Derrick and Tony (nicknamed Two-Ton because of his size) seemed to be magnetically drawn to the soccer ball and each time they were pulled out of position, we conceded a goal. What made the situation worse was that the Bears were coached by Hank and as ever, he really brought out the competitive spirit in me. I didn't want to lose this game.

At halftime I called my nine-year-old center backs Derrick and Two-Ton over and drew huge circles in our half of the field. “Stay in these circles until the ball comes into our half,” I told them. “Then you can leave the circles and go after the ball. Understand?” They both looked up at me and nodded unequivocally.

The second half, my Blizzards really took it to Hank, I mean, the Bears, but within a few minutes the Bears broke from defense and Shawn, their striker, raced with the ball at his feet toward Two-Ton. Tony ran to block his route to goal but then all of a sudden stopped dead, as if he'd been pulled back by a chain. Shawn was left one-on-one with our goalie and as he slotted the ball past him, I dropped to my knees in despair. The parents on the touchline stared in bemusement, but of course only I knew why he'd suddenly stopped and let Shawn run unchallenged toward the goal.

Tony had remembered only half of my command, the part where I told him to “stay in the circle,” and he had taken me literally.Many children this age cannot follow compound instructions—the message doesn't stick in their memories. As a neurologist, I should have realized that the memory development of nine-year-old children means that they take what you say literally and remember only half of what you say at best.
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	Use simple language.

	If possible, always talk to children at eye level, making eye contact as you did when they were infants.

	Make certain your tone of voice and body language convey the same message as your words.

	Listen, listen, listen, especially to their tone of voice and any facial expression they make. It tells you what they are really saying and its urgency or importance.
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