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INTRODUCTION

So you’re a gymnast! This is your identity. Gymnastics has been your life for so many years, and you couldn’t imagine your life without it—except…could you? I have been where you are, and it is no easy decision. Some days in the gym are grueling and feel pointless. Some days are just the opposite. You perfect a new skill, something you’ve been struggling with clicks, or you get over that fear that has been holding you back. Some days it is just nice being in the gym with your best friends because, let’s be real, half the time you are going to practice just to hang out with your friends.

I get it, and I’ve been there too. I started gymnastics at five, when a friend’s parents asked my parents if I wanted to go to a gymnastics class with their daughter. My parents didn’t know much about the sport, but I was an active kid, so they thought, “Sure, why not? It’ll wear her out and she’ll sleep well afterward.” Well, countless hours in the gym later, I can say that sometimes gymnastics helped me sleep better. And sometimes it was exactly what kept me up at night.

After taking classes and being one of the few children able to climb the rope, I was asked to move to the team. I competed in club gymnastics throughout high school, competed for my high school team, and then went on to earn a full athletic scholarship from a National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division I school. I competed all four years in college and was voted team captain for my junior and senior years. So it’s safe to say that I absolutely couldn’t imagine what my life would have looked like without gymnastics. But there is something that should be said about the way the sport can take over your life.

Gymnastics doesn’t start as a big commitment. For me, it was an hour-long class once a week, and then a couple of hours twice a week, and then by middle school and throughout high school it was five hours a day for five days a week. The hours and the time commitment sneak up on you until one day you realize that gymnastics is almost your entire life! Sometimes this is the best feeling, and sometimes it is the scariest thought in the world.

Although I competed for 16 years and have fond memories of the sport, I can’t tell you how many times I thought about quitting or questioned why I was pursuing this sport. I remember many days after school being driven by one of my parents to practice (an hour away) while I was wondering, “What are my friends doing right now? Are they hanging out without me?” Or “I really don’t want to have to do my dismount off the beam today because I’m so afraid—but I know I’ll have to.” These are just a few of the thoughts that I still remember, and I’m sure you have many similar ones.

In fact, during my senior year of high school, I received an offer from a Division I college to compete on their pole-vaulting team because gymnasts make great pole vaulters. At this time, mind you, I already had a gymnastics scholarship, and I was still considering it! I had done gymnastics most of my life, and maybe it was time to try something new—maybe this was a sign.

I chose to stick with gymnastics, and I’m glad I did, but this doesn’t mean those questioning thoughts completely left my mind. When I’d have a bad day in the gym, sometimes I’d think, “If I were pole vaulting right now, then I wouldn’t have just split the beam,” or “If I weren’t doing a sport, then I would have time to go see that new movie or go out with that cute guy.”

All of these thoughts are relentless! But that is why I wanted to write this book and write this book for you. You, the one who is in love with your sport but also absolutely hates it at times. You, the one who wonders, “What else could be out there for me?” You, the one who may not love gymnastics any longer but wonders if the love will come back. You are not alone.

There is no right answer when deciding whether to stay in or leave the sport. My hope is that this book will show you that your thoughts are completely normal and that it will give you the space to process these thoughts. There is no one who truly understands everything that gymnastics requires from you—the time, energy, tears, and sometimes bruised or calloused skin—so please take your time with this book. You do not need to make any rash decisions. Give yourself the patience to sit with your thoughts.

Although I had wonderful coaches, teammates, and experiences while in gymnastics, I never had a mentor to provide guidance on the constant ups and downs. I hope that this book, coming from someone who has been exactly where you are, will provide mentorship for you. This book is intended for current gymnasts and their parents, who maybe didn’t compete themselves but are curious about what is required by the sport or how to help their child trying to navigate this complex landscape.

This book takes an objective look at the many facets of gymnastics, so you will feel ready to make the decision to either continue or end your gymnastics journey. With that in mind, I divided the information in this book into three parts.

Part 1 looks at the benefits of the sport and why I still call it the best sport ever. We’ll look at the mental side of gymnastics and how mental toughness affects every area of your life as a gymnast and beyond. We’ll also look at the strength building that comes with the sport, the good habits you learn, and the coordination and confidence you develop. We will end with the social benefits of the sport and the lasting benefits of these friendships and relationships.

Part 2 looks at the downsides of the sport. This section could also be referred to as the “ugly truth” and digs into the time commitment, fears, body dysmorphia, perfectionist tendencies, and injuries that are just as much a part of gymnastics as the benefits.

Part 3 is intended to help you come to your decision. By this point, all the pros and cons of gymnastics will be laid out, and you will be able to determine which direction you are leaning. You’ll learn about decision-making and how to make peace with your decision. For parents, you will look at navigating this from your perspective and the best way to support your child. This book is not intended to try to sway you in any particular direction. It is meant to be an objective look at gymnastics that allows you to reflect and come to your own decision.

Throughout the book you will see “Write It Out” sections and “Ask the Expert” sections. The Write It Out sections include prompts to help process your thoughts and better understand your mind. The Ask the Expert sections include direct quotes from interviews I had with experts in their various fields.

After looking at the best and worst parts of the sport (with space for processing), I hope that you can determine for yourself if you will continue to maintain the “perfect balance” that gymnastics requires, or if it is time to find your next passion. If you do want to continue, then I have provided advice on moving from club gymnastics to collegiate gymnastics and ways to earn an athletic scholarship. If it is time to move on from gymnastics, then I have provided some next steps, thoughts on quitting, and ideas on how to get rid of the negative stigma of that word.

This book is also interactive. You can write directly in it! Feel free to write in the pages about your own experiences, opinions, and thoughts as they come to mind. I am excited to take this journey with you. I hope to be a mentor and guide through this interesting, unique, and challenging time. Let’s get started!
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PART I THE BENEFITS







CHAPTER 1 MINDSET



“Life is not about how fast you run or how high you climb but how well you bounce.”

—Vivian Komori

American businesswoman; CEO and founder of The Broad Perspective



In this chapter, we are going to look at how gymnastics builds a special kind of mindset and set of skills for mental toughness. We will also look at what you can do to continue to develop this psychological edge. There is no success in this sport without some level of mental toughness, and I love that gymnastics helps to build it.

One of the best aspects of gymnastics is the mindset it forces you to have. If you’ve been doing gymnastics for at least a few years, then you know what I’m talking about. Gymnasts are tough. There is no doubt about that. And it doesn’t happen by chance. To start, gymnastics teaches you to do the following:


	Reset after a setback

	Cope with failure

	Put in the work to increase success




RESET AFTER A SETBACK

I love the chapter opening quote by Vivian Komori; it is so fitting when it comes to gymnastics. When I think of every time I failed in gymnastics—every time I fell during a meet, split the beam during practice, or missed a release move on the bars—every single time, I got back up. Getting up was not fun, but I did it anyway! I learned how to bounce back because I needed to finish my routine or take my next turn.

In women’s gymnastics, if you fall on the beam during a competition, then you still have three other events to complete. For men, if you fall on the rings, then you have five more events to complete! It is futile to harp on whatever you have just messed up. The only way forward is to pick yourself up and move on to the next thing. The ability to pick yourself up again and again is a big part of your training. I’m sure you’ve had times when you’ve fallen in practice or at a meet and simply given up. You’re human and it happens. But I hope you realized that approach wasn’t successful, and you chose to reset and keep moving the next time. Even elite and Olympic athletes make mistakes, both in the gym and during competition. Setbacks are inevitable, but you have the gymnast mindset, which allows you to let go and move on.


Write It Out

Following are some questions that you can ask yourself when you’ve had a setback. Whether the setback was within or out of your control, you have the ability to choose your next move. Take a look at the questions, and see how you would process the next steps:


	
1. What just happened?

	
2. Why did this happen?

	
3. Was there anything I could have done differently?

	
4. What can I work on or what are my next steps?



Here is an example of how you can think through these questions:


	
1. I fell on the floor during a state meet.

	
2. I went crooked on the roundoff and it threw off my double.

	
3. My coach keeps telling me to focus on pushing off from my other arm more so I don’t go crooked, but I was nervous and forgot during competition.

	
4. Focus on that correction during practice more until I don’t need to remind myself in competition, when I’m nervous and distracted.



These process steps can be used outside the gym as well. Consider this example:


	
1. I missed my project deadline.

	
2. I had a report due, so I spent too much time on that.

	
3. I could have broken up my time instead of focusing all my energy on the report.

	
4. Take time before a project starts to lay out the steps and break down the tasks so I can better manage my time.



Try it out for yourself! Think of a recent setback you’ve experienced, and answer these questions to help you let go of your mistake and take the next step forward.


	
1. What just happened?
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2. Why did this happen?
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3. Was there anything I could have done differently?
[image: ]

[image: ]



	
4. What can I work on or what are my next steps?
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COPE WITH FAILURE

There is no way to avoid failure in gymnastics. The entire premise of the sport is to do “perfect” routines to get a perfect 10. But 99.9 percent of the time, that’s not going to happen. So the only way to get around this is to either be a perfectionist (which is not ideal—we’ll talk more about that in chapter 10) or to deal with failure. This is not easy, especially for the personality type of most gymnasts. That is where your training comes in.

There are very, very few (probably zero) days at practice when you don’t fall or make a mistake in some way. In the gym, you may be falling because you are learning a new skill, or it could be a skill you’ve had for years but continue to fall on. I will also go out on a limb and say that you are probably not getting perfect scores on every event at every competition. This means that, by definition, you are “failing” on an almost daily basis.

But every time you fall, you try again and make adjustments (mental and physical). You persist. Constantly failing also means that you are constantly challenging yourself. It means that you can face failures and move on, and it means that you are learning from your failures. Being comfortable with failing and embracing mistakes and the lessons they contain is not only helpful in the gym but also incredibly useful in the “real world.” Most people don’t have this powerful “perseverance despite failure” training.

I like to think of failing as being one step closer to succeeding. Of course, there are times when this is easier to believe than other times, but trying to hold onto that mindset will work wonders in and out of the gym. In the realm of failure, there are a few key lessons that all gymnasts grow to learn.


FAILURE IS NOT THE END OF THE WORLD

Because there is so much falling and getting back up, you understand that the world goes on and that this is a normal part of the learning process. Failure builds resilience because you know that you have to keep trying, even when it is tough or frustrating. Studies show that more resilient people are happier1 and more successful academically.2 Resilience is built into your training and affects every part of your life, from your mental outlook to academic and professional success.



Grit

Another facet of resilience that I particularly like is something called grit. This is perseverance and moral resolve, which allows you to reach long-term goals despite obstacles.3 Dr. Angela Duckworth, PhD, a psychologist at the University of Pennsylvania, has dedicated her research to studying grit and why some people are successful and some aren’t, regardless of IQ or abilities. In her TED talk “Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance,” which now has more than 13 million views, Dr. Duckworth talks about this research. Her team looked at a range of contexts, from which cadets would complete their training at the United States Military Academy at West Point, to who would win the Scripps National Spelling Bee, to which rookie teachers in tough neighborhoods would stay and demonstrate the best learning outcomes for kids, to which sales representatives would be the most successful in selling their product. After looking across these different areas, the most significant predictor of success was grit,4 or the passion to achieve long-term goals. For example, when looking at which cadets would complete their training at West Point, they looked at everything from high school rank to SAT scores, leadership potential score (extracurricular activities), physical aptitude, and grit. It was this last quality that best predicted who would prove to be successful.

Now you’re probably saying, “Okay, I understand what grit is, but how do I get it?” Gymnastics is a great start! Other researchers, such as Dr. Carol Dweck, PhD, from Stanford University, have found that the best way we know to increase grit is to have a growth mindset.5

So what is a growth mindset? It is the belief that the ability to learn is not fixed and can change with effort.6 If people understand that the brain has the ability to change, then they tend to persevere more after failure. The growth mindset says that we can always improve; the fixed mindset suggests that we are born with our IQ, talents, and abilities and cannot change anything. Take a look at the following chart, which compares these two types of mindsets. Do you see yourself in one of these categories more than the other? Maybe you’re a mixture of both. Use this chart to see where you are doing well and where you can improve.



	Fixed Mindset

	Growth Mindset




	

	
• Avoid challenges

	
• Limited by failure

	
• Refuse critique

	
• Stick to what you know

	
• Threatened by others’ success

	
• Focused on the end result

	
• Avoid unfamiliar things

	
• Talent is static




	

	
• Challenges are opportunities

	
• Failure allows for growth

	
• Embrace critique

	
• Try new things

	
• Inspired by others’ success

	
• Focused on the process

	
• Try to get out of the comfort zone

	
• Talent can be improved












Write It Out

Think about a situation when you followed a fixed-mindset approach. What was the outcome?
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Now think of when you were in a tough situation and followed growth mindset. What was the outcome?
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Finally, think of something that happens to you fairly often in the gym—for example, the way you accept a critique. Do you embrace it or get frustrated by it and take it personally? Do you doubt your talent and compare yourself to your teammates, or are you proud of the growth you’ve made? Gymnastics training teaches you that failure is a stepping stone to success, and using the growth mindset in practice, in competition, and in life allows you to overcome whatever obstacles are thrown your way.









PUT IN THE WORK TO INCREASE SUCCESS

I’ve always appreciated the fact that in gymnastics, when you put in work, you get better. This might sound obvious, but there are other sports that rely more on raw talent rather than building skills over time. Most sports rely on one or two skills: speed, strength, grace, strategy, power, flexibility, agility, and so on. Gymnastics, on the other hand, requires all these skills at essentially the same time. Additionally, these skills are often contradictory. For example, strong people usually aren’t so flexible, and powerful people aren’t usually so graceful; but in gymnastics, part of the training is improving and excelling in all of these different skill sets.

Maybe one or two of the skills comes naturally, but for the others, you have to dedicate more time to improving them. For example, I was always strong and powerful but struggled with flexibility and grace. I had to put in extra work to improve on my weaknesses, but I knew that if I did supplemental stretching and practiced my floor and beam choreography, then I would improve my flexibility and gracefulness. My weaknesses were not static; I just needed some additional time to improve on them. This took lots of time and mental stamina because these skills did not come naturally to me. The problem with working hard to get better is that it is slow! This can be frustrating. Sometimes you feel that you worked hard at practice today and the week before and the month before that…so why isn’t anything changing? Don’t worry, it will! But having that impatient mindset is like watching water boil; the more you watch it, the longer it seems to take.


PATIENCE

Like it or not, gymnastics teaches you that even after hard work, the reward may still take some time to arrive. Skills aren’t developed within a day or a week. It takes awhile to progress from the pit to the tumble track to the mats to finally putting a skill on the floor. Even once you have a skill on the floor or high beam, it takes even more time to master it. For example, when I was learning a shoot over on bars, I first practiced for months going from a single bar to a pile of mats. This was not only to learn how to move my body correctly but also to overcome my fear. Eventually, I was able to move to the real bars, with a sting mat over the low bar, and then finally I felt brave enough to go from the high bar to the low bar with no mats. Even once I got the shoot over on real bars, I had to figure out how to go from catching the bar in a horizontal position to catching the low bar in a handstand. It took repetition after repetition with spots, moving mats around, and all sorts of drills to understand the movement, and then how to do it correctly, and then how to hit a handstand every time.

It’s said that nothing worth having comes easily, and gymnastics is a testament to that. You have to put in time and more time until you can eventually say you have mastered that skill! Patience is not a skill that many people naturally have. But your ability to develop patience through your gymnastics training will allow you to excel in the future.

Related to practice and patience, focus on these three steps:

Step 1. Focus on what you can change.

Step 2. Be consistent about that change.

Step 3. Stay present.

It can be hard to see that patience, as well as putting in the time and work, are the keys to increasing your success. Try the exercise that follows to see how you have improved through patience, consistency, and hard work.


Write It Out

Write down a time when you persisted and eventually achieved your goal.
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Remember, natural talent can get you only so far, especially when skills get harder or scarier as you move up levels. I’ve often seen extremely talented gymnasts face a challenge for the first time and not know where to start. The idea of hard work or overcoming is somewhat foreign to them. Going back to Dr. Angela Duckworth’s study, she found that grit was unrelated to talent and sometimes even showed that as talent increased, grit decreased.7 We’ll get into talent more in the next section where we discuss mental toughness.








MENTAL TOUGHNESS


MENTAL TOUGHNESS AND YOU

Karen Cogan, the lead sports psychologist for the US Olympic and Paralympic Committee, put together the following list for mentally tough athletes.8 Take a look. How many of these qualities describe you? Check them off as you go!

Mentally tough athletes:


	Set goals and have detailed plans to track and reach their goals

	Compete primarily against themselves

	Take ownership of their attitude and behavior

	Pursue excellence, not perfection

	Have intrinsic motivation

	Hold intensity/passion for their sport

	Invest energy, push themselves toward improvement, and persevere through difficulties

	Work to understand the process of what it takes to improve/excel in their sport

	Bring a positive attitude to the team environment





Frankly, I was never the most talented gymnast in the gym or at the competitions. Did I win countless competitions, win Eastern Nationals, and earn a full-ride scholarship? Yes. And do you know why? I like to think of it as my secret weapon: mental toughness! There was also a lot of hard work involved…but you get the idea. Although numerous teammates and other athletes were much better than I was at the sport, I still excelled because I knew how to mentally cope with setbacks and failure. Every time I landed a pass short on the floor, missed a Gienger, or ran straight into the horse (this actually happened during a competition!), I picked myself up and moved on to the next skill or event.

I remember many times when a teammate fell off the beam even during a meet, and the entire rest of the meet was a wash because she couldn’t mentally recover after that first setback. She felt defeated and let that feeling take over her mind and body. She essentially gave up because of one mistake. Although that one mistake isn’t trivial, don’t you think it’s better to fall, get back up, and continue to have a great rest of the meet? The best part of gymnastics is that you can fall off the beam and still win at the bars, floor, and vault!

Mental toughness gets you through situations like that. There are countless definitions of mental toughness. My favorite is from cyclist Christiana Bédard-Thom, who says that mental toughness is “a psychological resource that helps you to achieve challenging goals when faced with a stressor that puts your success in doubt.”9 This definition relates so much to gymnastics and fits well with the quote at the beginning of the chapter. Success in gymnastics is determined not only by how talented or athletic you are but also by how well you bounce back after you get knocked down. There are countless ways to be knocked down—most commonly, falling, injuries, or fear—which then can lead to discouragement or self-doubt. The key here is having a mental toughness mindset and telling yourself, despite what just happened, “I will still succeed.”

You of all people know how much mental toughness this sport requires. Not only are you doing dangerous, highly technical movements that could easily lead to injury, but also in competition you are doing all this with a smile and making it look easy! This doesn’t even take into account the times that you are practicing or competing with a lingering injury or general discomfort. All these things require mental toughness.

Getting up every time you fall and trying the skill again and again, that is mental toughness. Overcoming the fear of practicing a skill, that is mental toughness. Walking into the gym every day, even when you are tired or have had a long day at school, that is mental toughness. Getting back up after a bad fall, that is mental toughness. These are experiences not many people have to face in their lifetime. Yet you do so on a weekly, maybe even daily, basis. You are awesome.


MENTAL TOUGHNESS AS A LIFE SKILL

This mental toughness mindset—being able to bounce back after being brought down so many times—is a life skill that can be applied to countless areas of your life and will truly set you apart from others. For example, maybe you get a bad grade or do poorly on a test. But then your experience with mental toughness in gymnastics kicks in, allowing you to let go of that negativity and move on to the next thing. What’s done is done. Now you have to focus on what you can control. You take that bad grade in stride and study harder for the next test.

The same mindset also sets you apart once you enter the workforce. I remember getting a critique from my boss on the first report I wrote in my first “real” job. The report (which I had spent weeks writing) was covered in red lines, corrections, and notes. My initial thought was, “I’ve done a terrible job.” Then I took a step back and thought about how all the corrections were there to make sure my next report was better. In the same way that your coach critiques your every turn to make you a better gymnast, my boss was editing and commenting on my report to make me a better writer. It wasn’t a personal attack. I hadn’t done a bad job. It was constructive criticism.

Not everyone will be able to bounce back or take criticism as well as you do. You will be able to receive a critique from your boss and respond positively because you won’t take it personally. You’ll listen to what your boss says and then move on. Although others at work may be bogged down by any comments or criticism, you can take a critique, learn from it, and then get better. This mental toughness will serve you well for the rest of your life.





COMPETING UNDER PRESSURE

All the hours spent training in the gym are to best prepare you for the competition floor. But if you can’t compete under pressure, then having the best routine in the world won’t matter. Feeling pressure can sometimes lead to a panic cycle, which follows.
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But you are a seasoned competitor, and you aren’t fazed by pressure or difficult circumstances. You are conscious of your breathing, and you rely on your training and muscle memory to perform at your best, no matter what the environment. As an athlete, and a gymnast in particular, you have specific training to be successful under pressure that not many people ever receive, especially not at your age. Being able to perform under pressure is a life skill that will benefit you everywhere, from test taking and making presentations, to public speaking, interviews, and more.

Okay, so you have the training to remain calm under pressure, but you may be thinking, “Wait a second. I still get stuck in the panic cycle. What can I do?” This is another time when mental toughness comes in to help. Mental toughness allows you to be unshakable and remain focused when something goes wrong, even if there is chaos around you. So how do we increase our mental toughness to be our best when in the spotlight? Let’s get into it!




BUILDING MENTAL TOUGHNESS

When I say that being mentally tough was my secret weapon, I don’t mean that this quality was completely innate. I had to work at it constantly. All athletes, especially gymnasts, are more mentally tough in general. But just like any skill, mental toughness can and should be improved upon. Following are a few ways to improve your mental toughness.

Make mistakes and then choose to move on. You’ve probably heard this many times: don’t dwell on your mistakes. Instead, bounce back. In gymnastics, mistakes are inevitable. There is no getting around that. But the choice is yours as to how to react to your mistakes. When they happen, think about them to understand what went wrong, and then make the conscious choice to move on. I understand that this is easier said than done, but the more you practice this, the more natural and automatic it will become.

Stay levelheaded, even in success. It’s easy to let your mind fly, whether something good or something awful has just happened. A quote that I think about often is from professional soccer star Heather O’Reilly, who said, “You can’t let the highs get too high and you can’t let the lows get too low.”10 Just as you don’t want to dwell on every little mistake, you also shouldn’t revel in your success forever. This can build up an expectation that you should be successful every time, so you start to think, “If I’m not winning, then I’m failing.” This is not the mentality we are looking for when developing our mental toughness. Instead, we want to learn both from our successes and from our failures—and then keep working hard.

Refocus. As much as gymnastics creates a mental toughness mindset, you can’t be on all the time. It is still important to have mental cues to bring yourself back when your mind starts wandering. For example, when you’re on the beam or the bars, it is easy to think, “Don’t fall, don’t fall, don’t fall!” But the only thing your mind is hearing is, “Fall.” Instead, take the time to refocus and talk to yourself about more positive things, such as taking deep breaths or staying in the moment. The next time you’re about to start an event, think, “Breathe,” “Stay present,” or “Focus”—whatever keeps your mind positive but still intent on the skills you’re performing. When you’re on the floor or the vault, you might want to focus on something more energetic or powerful, such as telling yourself, “Quick,” “Tight,” or “Power.”

It’s also easy to get caught up in focusing on the end result of success rather than what is happening right now. Instead of thinking about the skill you are showcasing, you may be thinking about the score you might get. This is unproductive and usually ends poorly. Instead, use the mental cues in the preceding paragraph to refocus on what you are doing now. You can’t change the end result with your thoughts alone. All you can change is what you are thinking and doing in this moment.

I was almost always talking to myself when competing. I’d be counting my steps or just saying what I was doing to distract myself from having negative thoughts, such as, “Don’t mess up!” At one point in my senior year of college, I was putting too much pressure on myself to have a successful season. I wasn’t telling myself my normal cues, and I was focusing too much on the end result of success. Then I tried saying my normal cues, but I still kept falling on my beam series. Something had to change. I decided to start singing to myself instead—silently of course. I know it sounds a little wacky, but try something until it works. And guess what? It did! I had to fully distract myself by singing, but it allowed me to refocus my mind and get back to a place where I was present, had confidence, and most importantly, stayed on the beam.


Write It Out

Write down what you say or could say to yourself to keep your mind busy when you are nervous.
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FIND YOUR MOTIVATION

It may not seem like motivation and mental toughness are related, but I beg to differ. If you are relying on an external factor to motivate you—such as the prospect of winning a meet, beating a teammate, or proving something to your coach or parents—then your mental toughness will be only as strong as your motivator.

Let’s say your motivation is to beat your teammate, and then you finally do. Although the win may feel great at first, you were actually only working to be slightly better than that person, rather than doing your absolute best. Or let’s say you are trying to acquire a new skill because your parents said they’d buy that thing you’ve been wanting. Well, once you get the present, do you really care about the skill anymore? If you have internal, or intrinsic, motivation, rather than external motivation, then you will want to succeed and keep improving for yourself. Your mental toughness won’t rely on other people or things; it will rely on your own self-improvement for self-fulfillment. Presents are always nice, but the best gift you can give yourself is long-term success, and that comes from your own will and drive.


ASK THE EXPERT: DANIEL MIRANDA

Daniel Miranda is the cofounder, CEO, and head coach of Gotham Gymnastics (in Brooklyn, New York). He shares how motivation is specific for each athlete.

“Motivation is dependent on many factors. It is our job as coaches to make sure we give the right type of workout based on where we are in the season and where the athlete is mentally. If an athlete is feeling a lot of pressure or anxiety, they won’t have the motivation to execute their routines to the best of their ability. We also tell our athletes that it’s okay to take a day off and modify the workout in order to best recover and want to come back to practice. Whatever gets them to a better place mentally will help their physical abilities and performance.”







STAY POSITIVE

You may think that the “stay positive” mindset is overused, but it’s popular because it actually works! Talking to yourself and visualizing your performance in a positive light can do wonders for your performance and mental outlook. You can’t feel very mentally tough if all you hear in your head is how terrible you are. It is essential to keep your thoughts and self-talk positive to remain self-confident.

Let’s look at some examples of negative versus positive self-talk. Anything sound familiar?



	Negative Self-Talk

	Positive Self-Talk




	

	
• I can’t do anything right.

	
• I can’t believe I fell on that really easy skill.

	
• Don’t mess this up like you always do.

	
• I’m never going to master this skill. It’s too hard.

	
• Everyone else is ahead of me. I’m so behind.




	

	
• This skill has been challenging for me, but there are so many other skills I’m really good at.

	
• It’s okay to make mistakes. I am in control of the rest of my routine.

	
• I can do anything I set my mind to.

	
• I have overcome struggles in the past, and I will overcome them again. I can do this.

	
• Some skills come more easily to me than others, I am a great gymnast and I can do this.









Write It Out

What are some examples of positive self-talk you can use when training or in competition?

[image: ]

[image: ]

It’s pretty cool to see how gymnastics uses both success and failure to teach mental toughness, grit, and other valuable life lessons. You can continue to improve by always working toward a growth mindset rather than a fixed mindset. You are already way ahead of your peers!

Now that we have a good understanding of the mental strength required in gymnastics, let’s look at the physical side in chapter 2.






CHAPTER 1 KEY TAKEAWAYS


	
1. Gymnastics provides a psychological edge to help you cope better with setbacks, stressors, and failure.

	
2. Using a growth mindset instead of a fixed mindset allows you to strengthen your grit and build perseverance.

	
3. Mental toughness is the ability to face setbacks and then bounce back.

	
4. The mental side of gymnastics is just as important as the physical side.

	
5. Improve your mental toughness through accepting failure, staying levelheaded, and refocusing, as needed.
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