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Foreword


It is a great privilege to have the opportunity to write the foreword for this excellent resource. I strongly believe that this book will become an invaluable reference for all parents who have children in organized sports. Several summers ago, while I was living in L.A. (playing hockey with the L.A. Kings), I was involved with a youth hockey camp called “Skate with the Pros.” It was during that period that I met Dr. Fine and became acquainted with his philosophy of sports and children. I am strongly convinced that you will also be impressed with his and Dr. Sachs’ insights on how parents can help make sporting activities rewarding for their children.

As a professional athlete, I often find myself talking to children and their parents about sports. I constantly encourage parents to let their children go out and have fun. That is why children should participate. In fact, I have always felt that if you lose that joyous feeling, the sport is no longer a game.

As a child, I was fortunate enough to have a father who was very supportive. He always seemed to enjoy watching my games, and never seemed mad or discouraged about the outcome. He felt his job was to help me secure opportunities which I desired. He also felt that just being there was what he really needed to do. In looking back at my childhood, I can honestly say how grateful I am that my father was constantly encouraging. I was often pretty hard on myself during my early years as a youth hockey player. Not only was my dad encouraging and supportive, he would always try to listen. I remember fondly him saying to me, “If you give 100% of yourself, that is all that is important. If you did the best you could!” This is exactly the message that Aubrey and Michael share with you in this book. This is a key element of this wonderful volume.

I find that both Aubrey and Michael have been very insightful in clarifying the role of parents in youths’ sport. They have provided an overview of why sports are important to a child, and how parents can help children become successful. They provide a wonderful explanation of what is success and how parents can help support their child.

Each of the chapters builds on the previous chapter’s conclusions. The writers provide a direction that families can put into place to help their children have a rich, challenging, and enjoyable experience. Attention has been given to explain the range of opportunities that are available to children, including those children who are extremely talented as well as challenged.

The authors also focus on numerous other elements that are crucial for parents to appreciate. These include the steps that should be considered in selecting a sport for a child, an understanding of the differences between competitive and cooperative sports, and a recognition of how healthy self-esteem influences performance. I found the chapters on how to select a coach as well the chapter on strategies to enhance performance very informative. There is even a chapter summarizing what children expressed in interviews on what they really wanted from their parents in sports. This information is quite revealing. The following chapter that is intended for children to give to parents is one I feel can be shared with any child! It’s simple and great!

As a professional athlete, I recognize the pressure one has to perform at a high level. However, I have always felt that pressure to perform from parents usually makes it even harder for a child. I strongly believe that the greatest gift parents can give their children is to be there for the youngster—for the good as well as the bad. When I was a child, I would often be discouraged after my team lost an important match. My father always tried to impart a message that everyone needs to put in the proper perspective. In the end, win or lose, it is just a game.

I know that all of you will find this book to be very useful and inspiring while your children are involved in organized sports. Remember, it is your child’s game. Let the children enjoy their accomplishments and challenges. Be there when things are not always positive, and help your children learn to be the best they can. But most of all, help your children realize that the most important dimension is sheer joy and fun. That is the greatest gift the game can give back to children.

So open your eyes for a fresh perspective on your child’s game. I am certain the book will enhance your outlook. Remember, in the end, the years you invest in your child’s sporting activities will all be memories. Cherish this time today. Share your child’s game and enjoy the splendor of the quest.

Luc Robitaille
New York Rangers
July 1996

[image: image]



Chapter 1

The Road Well Traveled:

Sports and Childhood The Flavorful Journey of Children
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“Treat your memories and life experiences as you do your pictures and place them in their best light in your mind forever. The pictures that are enshrined in your mind can always be there even if the episodes, events,
activities and places are not.”—Aubrey H. Fine

(adapted from the quote from Jennie Jerome Churchill: “Treat your friends as you do your pictures and place them in their best light.”)

We are about to start on a great adventure that will allow us to be observers and celebrate the accomplishments of our children. Over the years, our endeavors will take us to many places. We will make many new friends; others families will become extensions of our own; and the memories of athletic contests will be cherished for a lifetime.

Our trip with our children will take us to many places. We may find ourselves active in organizing league play. Our children’s involvement may encourage us to volunteer in numerous roles. We will also spend hundreds of hours helping our children refine their skills. We will drive many hours to games and practices at all hours of the day and evening. Our voices may become hoarse from cheering for our favorite teams. We may find ourselves, at times, shedding tears as our children experience disappointments. However, what we must begin to accept is that while we may choose to become actively involved in our children’s activities, as observers, we must recognize that our role is that of spectators and supporters. It is the children who own the events.

This will be an important dimension of our book. We should be supporting and involved in our children’s lifestyles. After all, we are only parents to young children and teens for a short while (although at times it may not feel that way). We must appreciate our roles and know our place. We hope that, after reading this book, parents will begin to get a better appreciation of the importance of sports in their children’s lives and recognize that their support, love, and respect are part of the driving force that sustains their children. Although this will be a primary message throughout the book, the chapters will build upon each other, giving insight to many critical elements of youth sports (i.e., selecting a sport, identifying the most appropriate level, selecting a coach, enhancing performance on and off the playing field, and, finally, what children want you to know about their games).

So, where do we begin? Is there a classic image of a child at play? Depending on the season of the year, the age, and even the region of the country, the activities may differ, but the zest and the tenacity to play do not. In fact, over the generations, while the venues may have changed, and the equipment has become updated, the sounds and sights are pretty much the same as they have always been.

Children at play! Words do not give justice to the magnificence that is unveiled by that phrase. Children are the living, breathing custodians of sports, and their passion for all games is real. Families put together scrapbooks and fill closets with photograph albums, videos, trophies, and medals that are collections of treasures of the past. These home depositories are occupied with memories filled with moments of joy and perhaps sadness. They represent a history and a chronology of childhood, neatly packaged and featured. As parents, many would like to have the chance to relive these moments, but instead we must settle for the recorded memories. Why are these memories so important? Are they a reflection of some of the major milestones of childhood? What are they filled with?

It hits them the moment they awake. What is going to be the game-winning play? Some children fantasize about being the MVP, while others may be mentally rehearsing their swing, their kick, their catch. The obsession may be so significant that they become distracted from their regular daily activities. Every moment of any given day, there are children holding on to a vision about making it to the big leagues. Is that why children play? Are they there to fulfill their dreams, to build their dreams, or simply to live life to the fullest? What is exciting is the fact that for each child who plays, the ambitions are different. That is what is so appealing in our world of tremendous diversity.

The game-day pilgrimage to the ballfield is filled with the sounds of children actively pursuing their dreams. Their souls are awakened and take flight with the power of the energy within them. This is their game and they will try to hold on to it forever. The day will come when they will be in the stands cheering on their children and the sons and daughters of their friends and other family members, but today is their day. Before organized sports take over, or perhaps at different stages in each child’s life, children will be responsible for regulating their games. The sandlots, the backyard rinks, the corner basketball courts will be their kingdom. There will be no referees, no coaches, usually no captains. They just play and, in most cases, they do so quite successfully. Children usually learn to sort things out for themselves. Sure, there will be occasional arguments and fights, but in the end, together, they will determine their own rules. Sometimes things will not turn out the way they wanted, but they will persevere. In informal sports, children learn to be fair. They seem to experience the world through play. It is the game they seek out; the joy of playing and the excitement they will experience are the major objectives.

Some may question at what point this zest fades away, and the childishness disappears. Some people believe that the childish enthusiasm never really ends. For adults, playing sports with tenacity and love may represent a link to their past.

[image: image]

Ken Dryden, legendary goaltender for the Montreal Canadiens, wrote in his book, Home Game, “When I was a kid, I just played. In September the equipment came out and in arenas and backyards the games began: one practice, two games a week; at lunch time, from school-end until dinner, Saturdays, Sundays, and holidays from morning to floodlit night. . . . . The pattern and shape of my years, and the seasons passed. From September to March to September again, until someday some coach, burying his chin in his chest, would mutter, ‘Sorry son, maybe next year.’ And it would be over. I kept expecting this would happen, but it never did, and I saw no reason to stop.”

As an adult, Dryden became one of the greatest goaltenders in hockey history. He played for the famous Montreal Canadiens in the ’70s. When he retired from professional sports, he eventually returned to the game he loved. Now, he pays his weekly ice fees and plays pick-up games with his friends. There are no referees, and no coaches who potentially will tell him or any of his teammates that they are not good enough and need to go home. It is almost as good as childhood, but it will never be the same.

The outcome for Dryden and many adults is the same. In some ways, the journey through sports can be explained as a cycle of life. It begins with the child as a player who eventually becomes an adult. As players age, they have to accept roles as fans or observers. Nevertheless, one thing is certain: the game continues. The only major difference is that the players’ faces and names change. Every day, the carousel ride ends for one child, but another child takes that vacant place. For most children, all that will remain when the ride is over are memories of the activities that filled their childhood. Hopefully, the memories will be rich with success and joy. That is not to say that disappointments will be avoidable. However, what we can hope to avoid for the children of tomorrow are recollections that are disturbed because of adults who interfered and took their games away!

Definition—Leisure

The concept of leisure is intimately related to the cultural context that it is used. Leisure came to use through the Latin word licere, which means “to be permitted.” The French refined the term and developed the word loisir, meaning “free time.” The word leisure virtually means exception or permission as applied to an opportunity. Some believe that leisure is the opportunity to do nothing. The action of doing nothing does not describe an emptiness, but rather an occasion for self-reflection. Leisure is much more than occupying oneself in free time. Productive leisure time experiences definitely become critical dimensions of an individual’s lifestyle.

Theories Explaining Why Children Play in Sports

There are three theories of interest here—Piagetian theory, Social Learning theory, and Arousal theory. Each of the theories provides a different position on why children play in sports. Each has a different school of thought and interprets play from a unique perspective. None of the three completely explains play. However, together they seem to answer portions of why children may play in sport.

Developmental psychologists believe that sport allows children to enhance their cognitive, emotional, and physical development. Through play, children learn to expand their horizons and challenge themselves to grow. Piagetian theory explains four major stages of development. Piaget saw play as an area in which children can refine their developing skills. Furthermore, Piagetian developmental theory also explains why certain children are not developmentally ready to be involved in certain complex sports (e.g., sports with rules, or, for that matter, other competitive activities). For example, children need to learn how to cooperate with others before they are challenged in team sports to be competitive with others.

Behaviorists, proponents of learning theory, characterize play and sport involvement as a behavior that is learned, just like any other activity. Play serves as a means for learning about the social world. This behavioral theoretical orientation assumes that playing in sports is a learned behavior. The theory points out that children who are successful in a certain activity may play because they feel rewarded or reinforced. On the other hand, a child who fails at a given play activity will not continue to engage in that sport because the failure is linked to punishment, and punished behavior is not repeated. It seems apparent that most children engage in activities at which they do well.

Social learning theory points out that children may play and learn sports from watching others. They may find themselves modeling or simply copying the actions of others. Children may find the results of watching certain sports or athletes rewarding or reinforcing and therefore are urged to follow in their heroes’ footsteps. This would explain why children try to emulate Magic Johnson, Michael Jordan, Eric Lindros, and Wayne Gretzky. Registration numbers in certain youth sports are sometimes dependent on the growth of the sport’s professional activity. Children try to copy their heroes’ feats of accomplishment and are excited about playing.

Social learning theory also points out that children will learn about sport from watching and integrating the lessons of others. When they see peers perform an act and get rewarded, they will often try to duplicate the act. The same occurs in reverse when children watch their teammates make decisions or they receive negative feedback. They are more likely to try not to copy that behavior.

Finally, some believe that children play in sports because the behavior is motivated by the need to elevate the level of arousal of the body. Those who follow this belief system (arousal theory) suggests that children play in sports because of the need to stay aroused. It is stimulus-seeking behavior. Sport participation provides stimulation because it is concerned with characteristics that are associated with stimulation—namely, novelty, uncertainty, and complexity.

The Value of Leisure and Sports

Play is not only enjoyable, but also a serious and significant pursuit of children. Some believe that if we want to understand children, we need to take time to understand their play. Play represents a key to opening up doors of life. While playing, children discover the roots of their civilization, learn how things work, enhance their abilities to solve problems, and learn how to interact and socialize with others. One of the cornerstones of the study of play is that when children are at play, they are, by definition, engaged in an experience that is inherently meaningful. The meaning and rationale of the activity do not have to be obvious to the child.

Research points out that recreation and leisure fill significant needs in many people’s lives. A consensus of some of the research indicates that leisure satisfaction is a principal source of perceived quality of life. Meaningful participation in sports and leisure can be tremendously helpful in reducing feelings of helplessness. We agree that positive recreational experiences in general, and involvement in quality sporting activities in particular can contribute to a person’s sense of self-efficacy and empowerment. For example, the child who joins a team and is made to feel welcome and valuable will eventually feel like an important link on the team. Such an experience could have a monumental impact on the child. The sense of belonging and feeling wanted can strengthen the way children view themselves. Another example could be a child who is involved in any martial arts program. The outcome of this experience has been noted by many as an avenue to enhance self-discipline and self-concept.

Perhaps the most important dimension of participating in sports, or any leisure experience, is that of perceived freedom and perceived autonomy. To get the full value of this aspect, children must feel that they have choices before participating. When a child feels forced to participate in a specific sport, or does not want to play, this dimension is tremendously influenced, because the child’s sense of perceived freedom and choice may have been ignored. The child may feel pressured to play and will eventually want to give up.

Sports participation seems to offer one of the best opportunities for children of all ages to experience a sense of self-determination because it really does offer a chance for an individual to be in control. Leisure participation also offers individuals opportunities to demonstrate mastery and competence over activities. Finally, sporting activities provide an escape from everyday personal and interpersonal environments. The experience of participating in sports can be used as an opportunity to set aside issues and difficulties and engage in activities that are enjoyable and personally satisfying.

Participating in leisure is not only the actual involvement. Leisure is about life; it has to do with choices, interactions, and freedom. Play and learning are truly bound together. Aristotle said that learning is pleasurable, and one could say that learning is play. Constructive play activities put the child in the driver’s seat and through these experiences the child can become much more of an active learner. Through play and sports, children acquaint themselves with sets of realities, both inner and outer, and learn how to satisfy their needs and those of others. Play magically transforms children into anything they desire—from a super basketball player to a clown in the circus. Through play and sports, the obstacles facing children can be reduced. Consequently, children who are not well coordinated still can dream about being marathon runners and uncovering some of the treasures of the universe.
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The Moral Value of Sports: What is Homeplate?


To begin our discussion of how sports mold the moral characters of young athletes, we will use a concrete object to help formulate a clear picture. When you think of homeplate in baseball, what is conjured up in your mind? What is homeplate? Why is it called homeplate? Why is it shaped differently from all of the other bases? What does it represent in the game and perhaps figuratively? Does it represent the ultimate goal of any team: scoring and winning?

In doing research for this book, we found it fascinating that, although the physical structure of the game changes as the participants get older (for example, the distance between bases is lengthened, the bats become heavier), and expectations increase, the size of the bases does not. The size of homeplate never changes: it stays 17-inches wide at all levels of play. The same phenomenon is also noted in other sports, including the size of hockey and soccer nets and the height of basketball hoops.

However, we chose to illustrate homeplate because of what it represents. When you turn the base around, it looks just like a house. A home is where many tenets of social behavior and morals are established. Does homeplate figuratively represent a physical space where many of our values can be strengthened and practiced? Do sports provide children with an avenue for constructively developing and fostering moral growth?

We have seen a tremendous change over the past few decades in the way in which children are supported and parented. The children of the ’90s have many more challenges and difficulties than did previous generations. Has homeplate changed for them? Simply answered, yes it has. Children of the ’90s are faced with numerous obstacles that have made growing up a greater challenge. There are many factors which have definitely affected the emotional stability of our youth. Some of them are: a higher rate of divorce in the ’90s (more in the United States than any other country in the world), blended and single-parent families, latchkey children, the impact of child care on our youth, media, gangs, and the proliferation and addiction to various legal and illegal substances.

What does a quality sports life contribute to our children? In many ways, the values and beliefs that are necessary to engage in productive living are dealt with on a microscopic scale in sports. The values that are necessary to be a law-abiding citizen who is also driven, motivated, and concerned are all taught in sports. The foundation of the homeplate could represent the development of important moral and humanistic traits that help children become winners on and off the field. Although the apex of homeplate is very small, it may represent the roof that holds it all together. In this context, widening homeplate would only weaken its structure.

When you think about it, widening our moral values and making excuses for bad behavior only make our living climate less positive. It is the same in sports! Excusing negativity or lack of will to perform, just because a child has the skill, is extremely unfortunate. Look at professional athletes who have become poor role models to our children. Although they have tremendous physical talent, some have tried to widen their homeplate because of the exceptions they feel they deserve. For some athletes, social and moral conduct, on and off the playing field, leaves much to be desired. In making exceptions in order to retain their talent on a team, some teams have suffered.

The following two sections will expand on our idea of homeplate and will continue our discussion of how sports involvement influences children. We will show by example how experiences teach children about who they are and how they can become better people.

The Lessons That are Taught in Play and Sports

The proposition that sports build character is believed by many people. Parents are frequently advised to enroll their children in a sporting activity because of its related benefits. We often recommend that parents enroll their children in various sporting venues. We frequently highlight the benefits that we view as outcomes from sports participation: making friends, stress reduction, and many other productive social experiences are just a few worthy of note. Sometimes we are cautious, and encourage parents to assess the programs that they are considering. We suggest they review their children’s needs, as well as the demands that are placed on the children. We will discuss these specific concerns in the following chapter.

Over the years many have attempted to investigate the influence of organized sports experiences on building social character and other appropriate prosocial behaviors. Although the research suggests that sports participation can help build character, it does not automatically do so. Indeed, sometimes sports is said to build characters, individuals who engage in behaviors that are not acceptable within society’s normative values. However, there are numerous social benefits that children can gain through productive sporting alternatives.

All children have certain needs met in sports. Their choices of activities may differ, but their goals are universal. The internal satisfaction that children gain from playing appears to be the greatest gain. To get children to want to be involved, they must enjoy themselves. This must be the most important goal! Children want to enjoy their free time either by playing games, or being involved in sports with peers. When the joy is not there, children feel cheated. Having fun is the key element here.

An indirect benefit which children experience from participation is the development of skills that relate to their social adjustment and development. Making friends and reaffirming friendships are very important to children. In general, playing on a sports team allows children to learn and practice getting along. To be effective teammates, children have to learn to work with each other. Later in this chapter more examples will be given to highlight team building; for now, an example will illustrate the position.

Years ago, one of us (Aubrey) had the opportunity to work with boys in a community setting. Many of the boys had emotional problems and they were constantly fighting. They were trying to field an intramural basketball team, but the boys could not work together. Either they would argue among themselves or they would become one-person teams. Discouraged by this behavior, I shouted, “Everyone, look at your hands!” The team was surprised into silence by this seemingly insane request. Now I had to quickly think of something to say before I lost their attention. “If I cut away your palms,” I continued, “what would you do with your fingers?” The boys observed that nothing could be done with their fingers, since the palm keeps the fingers together and makes them work. Slowly, the boys began to discuss how fortunate they were that all of their bodily functions were in order. Some of them related stories about individuals who had disabilities and how difficult they thought it was for them. Eventually, we arrived at the desired discussion point. A team, like the palms of our hands, is what keeps individuals working together. A team that is disjointed is one that is ineffective. It also would be an unpleasant experience.
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