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INTRODUCTION
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One November day in 1983 I found myself seated at a desk on the second floor of a converted airplane hangar in Los Angeles. Anyone who knows me knows that sitting is not what I do, especially in nylons and a skirt, but there I was trying to digest everything. Phones were ringing, people scurried about, and the energy was unmistakable. It was a thrilling scene that happens only once every four years. And I was there. All I could think of was that a dream had come true, a fantasy of being part of the highest level of athletic achievement on the planet. You see, two weeks earlier I was recruited to be the director of gymnastics competition for the 1984 Olympics—the dream and the challenge of a lifetime rolled into one mesmerizing event. I couldn’t help thinking what a long way I was from Boston, where I grew up enjoying sports but never dreaming that it would dominate my every waking moment.

How did I get started in sports as a girl? The seeds were planted by my parents, who always encouraged me to be active when I was a child. In our house of five children (two girls and three boys) there was no gender distinction as far as sports were concerned. Whatever sport my dad was trying to teach us, everybody tried—for instance, many Sundays after church we would all go to the playground and play baseball. Happily, my days were filled with motion and a built-in play partner, my twin sister, Judy. We loved to skate wearing the old metal roller skates, the kind where you used a key to tighten them onto your shoes; we walked on stilts my dad built for us; we knew every way to duck in and out of a swinging rope. In the winter we would ice-skate, fling ourselves onto our red sleds, or ride the toboggan run at the playground—it was all very electrifying to the spirit. I spent countless hours riding my bicycle, swimming, and playing tennis. It’s true I had my dolls, but playing sports of all kinds was a far more addictive activity. It was just bunches of fun and made me feel good.

How did I stay hooked on sports? I found my passion. In my junior year of high school I recall sitting cross-legged on a cold wooden gym floor in my not so flattering green gym suit. But on that fateful fall day none of that mattered, because in front of me was a trampoline and a set of uneven bars, the names of which I don’t even think I knew at the time. They must have been in storage. At least I had never seen them before. With a sense of anticipation and excitement, I wondered what you did on those things. Looking back to the day of my awakening, I can vividly see my gym teachers’ faces and recollect their names, Mrs. Reardon and Miss Finks. They wore crisply starched, tailored, cotton blouses and bright, plaid kilts. After a brief introduction they called for volunteers to be demonstrators on the apparatus. My arm shot up in the air with all the energy I could find. Luckily I was picked to be a demonstrator. That day is well recorded in my memory as the day I started gymnastics and began a fusion with sports that changed my life—I had found my calling, something that captured my imagination, my heart, my spirit.

The short year and a half that I spent training during my junior and senior years at high school led to four incredible seasons of competition at the University of Massachusetts. Three out of the four years I was fortunate to represent my college at the AIAW (Association of Intercollegiate Athletics for Women) National Championships.

Though I majored in sociology in school, it soon became apparent that sports would be the focus of my career. After a couple of years of searching for a good teaching opportunity, at the age of twenty-five I settled on becoming, with a partner, a small-business owner of a gymnastics school in New Jersey. What I didn’t have in terms of business knowledge, which was quite a lot, I made up for with persistence. After six intense years of growing our program, one location became four, and we were training more than a thousand girls and boys.

While running a business, I began to realize that the growing number of gymnastics competitors called for an increased number of gymnastics officials. Using whatever spare time I had on the weekends, I studied, became a certified state official, and judged competitions throughout the state. After a few years I learned that a higher ranking—becoming certified at the regional, then national levels—meant judging more prestigious, higher-level gymnastics. You guessed it, I caught the vision and moved up in my rating until I became an elite national judge. And yes, going to the more prominent meets was a very heady experience.

As gymnastics grew in my state, so did the need for organization. Further compelled to support growth of the sport, I committed my efforts to being part of the board of directors for the New Jersey Gymnastics Association.

Somewhere between running a business, boardwork, and officiating entered a stroke of luck. My business partner (now my husband) was asked to direct an international invitational competition in Madison Square Garden. Awesome! I thought. Except for one thing. Most of the judges and the technical committee were European. The next thing I knew, my husband and I were studying German. Miraculously the event proceeded with only minor glitches, and I felt that in a single weekend I learned as much as I had in four years of college. Our efforts couldn’t have been all bad, because the next year we were asked to be the directors again. But the big time came when we were asked to be part of the administrative team for the 1979 World Championships of Gymnastics in Texas. My training at the world championships then led to my being hired by the Los Angeles Olympic Organizing Committee in 1983. The eleven months that I spent planning and organizing in Los Angeles was and is the dream of my lifetime. The thrill of the Olympics made me want to share and excite girls about the magic of sports participation. You see, the girl in the green gym suit had come a long way—and sports had become, and is, the focus of my life.

What It’s All About

This book is about how to get your daughter off to a great start in sports and how to know what the best programs are to keep her involved for a lifetime of enjoyment and personal benefits. Girls play and learn sports their way. For a variety of reasons, little girls play and approach physical activity differently from little boys. They don’t always spend as much time running, climbing, tumbling, or playing with balls as boys do. Girls are not usually playfully aggressive or competitive. There has been and continues to be extensive scientific research to get to the heart of the matter of how boys and girls play differently. The implications are always controversial.

Many of my thoughts in this book come from countless hours of coaching and watching the play of thousands of youngsters. A group of boys left alone in a room will soon be wrestling, playing dodge-ball with an old shoe, a basketball, or any old thing that is found lying around. Girls may engage in some of those activities, but most likely they will form a circle, create a group dance, or do some other cooperative activity. My husband and I have watched this group dancing thing performed by the girl gymnasts in our training center and have wondered if such a phenomenon could ever happen with a group of boys. It hasn’t been observed to date. My conclusion that boys and girls are different may not be scientific—it is empirical. Parents will agree. Boys and girls are different in their approach to play.

Our society encourages boys and girls to play differently. Parents buy dolls for girls and balls for boys. Occasionally a boy plays with dolls. These dolls are soldiers, astronauts, or robot sci-fi secret laser ray killers. Boys are encouraged to be aggressive, combative, and daring with their doll toys. Occasionally girls will pick up a ball and play catch.

Here’s a news flash. Little girls are very athletic and receptive to sports instruction at an earlier age than little boys. They can listen, they can convert coaching information to skill, and they can strive with the best of the boys through the elementary school years. But then something happens. They may lose self-esteem, interest, and strength unless they are encouraged to keep on the sports track. While you may have started your daughter in sports, your next job is to keep her in sports.

What I Believe

Sports provided me with the opportunity to meet hundreds of new people, whether I was competing against other schools as an athlete, instructing children in my gymnastics classes, attending workshops as a coach, or traveling internationally to athletic events. I have had a chance to share ideas with, struggle with, and be excited about accomplishments great and small with all kinds of people, at all levels of experience. Sports has truly been a way of expressing my personality. It is a joy for me and has enriched my life in many, many ways.

The reason I wrote this book is that I passionately believe that sports can transform a girl’s life if she is encouraged and supported right out of the high chair. Having witnessed so many girls discovering their love for sports, and having seen how sports helped them to develop into happier, more confident individuals, I wrote this book to encourage you to help your daughter discover that love for sports.

I believe that parents are the key role models for young girls. When you provide an early start out in the backyard playing catch or taking classes in a preschool gymnastics program, your daughter will be ready to play sports as she grows older.

I believe I must set an example as a coach and accept that I am a role model, too.

I believe that physical activity, sports, and recreation should be part of everyone’s lives. The benefits of good health, a sense of well-being, and the act of continually striving contribute mightily to the development of the whole person. Every time your daughter makes a gain through sports, she’s giving herself a personal promotion.

I want your daughter to have the impression that she can control her destiny—instead of waiting for someone to take care of her. I believe if she’s given thoughtful training, she’ll be a capable decision maker and self-reliant. My early years in sports marked the beginning of a journey that gave me direction and strength for the rest of my life. And I’m still on the road.

This Is Your Starter Kit

This is a practical book designed to give you the kinds of information you can use in your backyard or while volunteering in community athletic programs. There are three distinct aims for this book. First, to show you what you can do to engage your daughter in athletic activity, regardless of her age or physical abilities—or your own knowledge of a particular sport. Second, to explore the many ways that sports provides mental, emotional, social, and physical benefits to your daughter. Third, to learn why girls stay with or drop out of sports and how you can keep your daughter involved for the long term. Additionally, I will advise you as to certain things that are helpful and are not helpful when it comes to handling a young athlete’s fears, failures, attitudes, and sense of “sportswomanship.” If you’re considering becoming a coach, there is a chapter on how to prepare yourself, what to expect, and how I believe coaching girls is different from coaching boys.

My Hopes and Dreams for You and Your Girls

When you enroll your daughter in a preschool gymnastics class, play catch with her out in the yard, take her to the park where she can master the monkey bars, or sign her up for soccer, you’re paving the way for her to enjoy a lifelong relationship with physical activity. My hope is that you will come to believe that sports should be part of her life. The benefits of good health, social interaction, learning to make decisions, mastering physical skills, and continually striving toward personal goals contribute mightily to the development of the whole person. By setting the stage for your daughter to become involved with sports, you’re not only giving her the chance to find her passion, you’re enabling her to become the well-rounded, self-reliant person she deserves to be.

I hope you take this book to heart and help your daughter grow in body and spirit through sports. It’s a remarkable motivator Remember that your daughter’s body has to see her through a long life. Let’s give her a healthy and competent one. Her level of confidence and well-being will be the emotional tools that will guide her. Best of all, you will have peace of mind for a job well done. I warmly welcome you and your daughter to Sports Her Way. Now, get together with your daughter, lace up your sneakers, and get ready for some fun.


CHAPTER 1
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 The Bonanza of Benefits
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Why do we get involved with recreational activity and play sports? If you ask kids, they’ll probably answer that it’s just plain fun. You lose yourself in the moment as you find that little place inside you that says, “Go for it.” This is true whether you are three or thirty-three. Not too long ago, a Girl Scout troop came to my gymnastics facility to earn a sport badge. One of the mothers holding an infant happened to mention that she was in her early thirties and had never been on a trampoline. I could see the yearning in her face to give it a try before she went home. Knowing that it was now or never, I said, “Let me hold that baby and you get yourself up on that trampoline right now.” You’d think I had told her she had won the lottery. She was up bouncing on the trampoline in a New York minute—and loving it. Did she experience sheer pleasure and go home happy because she gave herself a psychological boost? You bet. Could she have received benefits in other parts of her life—her social, physical, and educational side—if she was given the opportunity to experience that simple act, that joy as a youngster? Yes, again.

By encouraging your daughter to engage in sports early, you can lay the foundation for a lifetime of pleasure and personal benefits. Hopefully she’ll stay active in recreational activity because at the most basic level it enhances her in some way. Every time she does something physical, she’ll realize something about herself. No matter what direction you’d like to see her grow—having fun, staying healthy, representing her high school team, keeping her weight under control, staying away from drugs and early sex—the bonanza of benefits she’ll gain by playing sports will serve her throughout her entire life.

Physical Health Benefits

Young girls deserve more credit than we give them sometimes. When I asked eleven-year-old Jennifer, an elementary school student and daughter of one of my friends, about sports and staying in shape, she said, “I want to stay slim, ’cause life is easier when you keep yourself healthy, and it’s good for your heart.” Jennifer may have a future in marketing because her message couldn’t be more simple or clear.

The following are the key physical health benefits your daughter can expect to enjoy when she participates in sports.

Maintaining a Healthy Weight

Pick up any newspaper or magazine article about children’s health and you will read that obesity is the “most prevalent chronic illness in North America.” According to Pediatric Review, as many as 25 percent of children in the United States may be obese. Most girls and young women actually don’t consume too many calories; instead they burn too few. Staying physically active is important not only to burn calories, but to promote loss of body fat and maintain lean muscle. That’s the reason females should exercise and eat properly. If you want to help your daughter reduce the risk of obesity, keep her involved in recreational sports throughout her childhood and adolescence. In terms of future benefits, it’s common sense that women who exercise weigh less than nonexercising women. For the best results, as your daughter gets older encourage her to engage in a combination of strenuous physical activity and aerobics to help her maintain an ideal weight for her body size. Sports participation also helps the muscles become stronger. The stronger the muscles, the more calories your body burns even at rest. What? Burn calories while you rest? Science bears this out.

Looking Better Through Toning the Muscles

There isn’t a day that passes by when you don’t look in the mirror. You need a little less fat here, a little more muscle there. As girls enter puberty they look in the mirror more and more. This can be a pleasant experience when you’re satisfied with your body. But sometime around adolescence that vision may not be so pleasing. For adolescents, appealing to how they look is often more alluring than making the appeal for better health. Therefore one of the biggest points I like to make to girls is that if they want to change their shape, they’ll have to change their muscles. Your muscles give you your shape. You can literally reshape the legs, for example, by firming the thighs through sports that work the legs—gymnastics, swimming, volleyball, track and field, basketball, tennis, and soccer to name a few. The muscles in the arms, shoulders, chest, and back can be improved through playing tennis, softball, gymnastics, and especially swimming. Teenagers who take regular advantage of weight training under the supervision of a coach at their high school, or under the guidance of a trainer at a fitness center, will over time see themselves change before their very eyes.

Building Strength

If coaches are doing their job, girls will begin to realize that strength is important if they’re going to improve at the sports they play. Coaches who want an effective program will include conditioning at team practice. Over time, girls can develop improved levels of strength that will give them a competitive edge. A note to parents: Making an advanced athlete condition at home in addition to what is scheduled at practice may increase the likelihood that your daughter will feel resentment, dislike conditioning, and ultimately be unhappy with “her” sport. You as parents will need to be sensitive and trust your daughter to motivate herself.

Here is one young athlete’s observations about her progress through regularly scheduled sport conditioning.

I get the conditioning done because I wouldn’t get to learn the diving skills I’m doing now without this new level of strength. The new skills are more advanced and more fun. At first you get sore doing the conditioning, but then you can see the results. When you do more conditioning, those exercises themselves and the diving skills get easier for you. When I did the President’s Council on Physical Fitness test, I did really well. I condition all year because I’m in sports and I beat everybody except for one boy.

—Jessica, 11, diver

By the time girls enter a high school athletic program, they are definitely aware of the value of having a strong body to do their sport. If they have been active in youth sports, they are also aware that they are stronger than most of their friends. Developing muscle strength has a synergistic effect. The stronger your muscles are, the more you can and want to do. Once teens have developed strength and realize what they are capable of achieving, they want to maintain that level. When strength is lost, they are shocked to discover there are activities they can no longer do.

Three important things happen with an increase in physical strength. First, there is a huge leap in sport performance. Second, having physical strength improves girls’ confidence and they feel less intimidated by other people. This is particularly true for girls who are small in size. Finally, strong bones and muscles reduce the risk of injury to joints and ligaments by providing them with extra support.

I know some girls may worry a lot about looking “masculine.” While strength training does increase muscle size, having strong, toned muscles won’t make most female athletes look and feel masculine. This has to do with hormones—women have high levels of estrogen, men have high levels of testosterone. To build sizable muscles, a body needs major amounts of testosterone; to get that look, women have to have the genetics for muscle mass or take male hormone supplements. Be sure to educate your daughter if she has this fear.

Reducing the Risk of Disease

A number of recent studies have found that developing the habit of exercise as a young girl may help females stay active into adulthood and reduce the risk of serious disease later in life. Such evidence provides powerful motivation to get your daughter involved in sports as early as possible. Here are some recent findings on the positive influence an active lifestyle can have on the prevention of disease:

HEART DISEASE

I know if you hear about cholesterol one more time, you’ll scream. But chances are you haven’t heard about an important finding by the National Cholesterol Education program. Their research indicates that children who have high levels of cholesterol are “three times more likely than other children to have high cholesterol as adults.” Findings also show that women who exercise have lower blood pressure.

DIABETES

Regular exercise is believed to manage or even prevent non-insulin-dependent diabetes. This is important because diabetes is also related to the risk of hypertension and heart disease.

OSTEOPOROSIS

Do you know any elderly women who have a curve in their spine? My grandmother did, and now I know why. She was losing bone mass owing to the aging process. Since there is no cure for this condition, we must learn to take care of ourselves throughout our lifetime. Weight-bearing exercise (using fitness machines or free weights) combined with sound nutrition (appropriate amounts of calcium and vitamin D) will go a long way toward protecting our bones. Purdue University researchers found that minimally active women aged eighteen to thirty-one who had engaged in high school sports had a significantly greater bone density than those who had not.

BREAST CANCER

This disease is a woman’s nightmare. The good news is that as little as one to three hours of exercise a week over a woman’s reproductive life can reduce the risk of breast cancer by 20 to 30 percent; if a woman exercises more than four hours a week, the risk can be reduced by 60 percent, according to the Journal of the National Cancer Institute.

Personal and Social Benefits

Most children are socialized by their parents and close family members, but anyone, especially coaches who have regular and often close contact with a child, can influence how qualities like confidence and self-perception are developed.

Growing Beyond the Surrender Gender

Many girls lack the confidence to say what is on their minds and not always give in to someone else’s demands. Being involved in sports—interacting with team members and coaches—gives girls an opportunity to learn assertiveness. One of the girls I coached—who was involved in youth, high school, and college sports—told me that developing the ability to speak up for herself was a long-term process. Here are her thoughts about a couple of situations that made her tap into her strength and not cave in when things got rough.

When you say what is on your mind, it is not always welcomed with open arms. For instance, one time I needed to talk to my coach about some tension that was developing in the gym. So I went and asked him about my progress. It was very scary because I didn’t know how he would react. While we didn’t get anywhere, I was glad I had the nerve to say what was on my mind. I knew if I didn’t say anything, nothing would change. Later, after I graduated college, that experience gave me the strength to go and talk to my boss when I had a concern. And that discussion turned out to be a positive one, because my boss said, “Thank you for being honest.” I was prepared to be fired if that was the result of my assertiveness, but I felt I had enough confidence in my abilities to ask for what I thought I deserved.

—Amanda, 21, former gymnast

Rubbing Elbows with Athletic Role Models

It’s one thing to be inspired by great athletes on television. It is quite another to be near them, to get their autograph, to hear a word of encouragement, to have a smile beamed your way. You feel as though you are being touched by greatness, and it makes you want to try harder to achieve your own goals.

Many young athletes have the opportunity to meet locally or even nationally famous coaches and athletes by attending sports camps. Distinguished coaches from a particular sport come to discuss and demonstrate how youngsters can improve their skills, their strategies, and the value of goal setting. Hearing such advice from the “big shots” definitely makes an impression.

Volunteering at a professional sporting event is another way to rub elbows with celebrities and take advantage of a worthwhile learning experience—and girls who are involved in sports are more likely to land such positions. Most high-profile sport events need recruits to handle nonpaying jobs, and those in charge tend to give special preference to young people who play the sport themselves. For example, when I was living in New Jersey and was asked to be part of the administrative team for the Dial American Cup in Madison Square Garden, a high-level international gymnastics competition, one of the benefits for my competitive team members was to be present on the competition floor during this spectacular event. The girls carried out all sorts of responsibilities that made them feel they were on top of the world, and they also got to be within inches of their heroes. Being part of that atmosphere makes you work harder, and witnessing an elite performance up close inspires young athletes to strive for greatness themselves. They could see how international competitors handled pressure, how they dealt with mistakes, and how they focused intently on their performance. My students will never forget that experience, and I’ll never forget the look in those girls’ eyes as they absorbed all that magnificence.

Slowing Down Sexual Relationships

The federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention conducted a study entitled “The Women’s Sport Foundation Report: Sport and Teen Pregnancy” and found that teenage athletes are

 	less likely to engage in sexual intercourse as teenage non-athletes (54 percent to 41 percent, respectively).
 	more likely to begin sex later and to have fewer partners than non-athletes.

 	more likely to use contraceptives.
 	far less likely to get pregnant than non-athletes.
 

One reason why teen athletes delay sex is that being on a team requires a commitment to their sport and their teammates. If a girl is having fun, and accomplishing something that supports her self-esteem, she may be less interested in pursuing sexual relationships. When a girl is committed to sports, she has very little time for anything else aside from school, practice, and homework. Along the way she has usually developed the assertiveness to say “no.”

Reducing High-Risk Behavior: Smoking, Drinking, and Drugs

Wouldn’t it be a relief to think that you wouldn’t have to worry about your daughter drinking and doing drugs in high school or even middle school? It’s possible, but you’ve got to lay the groundwork very early. A 1995 report from Medicine and Science in Sports and Exercise noted that

92 percent of girls are less likely to be involved with drugs when they spend most of their leisure time involved with recreational activities.

physical activity appears to decrease the initiation of cigarette smoking in adolescent girls.

Having talked to many high school athletes throughout my teaching career, I know that the report’s conclusions are true. And even when a girl has been involved in high-risk behavior, there’s still a chance sports can turn her around. Take Teresa, for example. In an interview conducted by Women’s Sports and Fitness magazine, she was described as just another troubled urban youth until she went on a Sierra Club rafting trip. After several successful outings, the seventeen-year-old found that being able to control her raft inspired her to control her life. Teresa, once confined to an alcohol rehab center, eventually became certified as a river guide. “It gave me a sense of direction and a lot of self-esteem and confidence,” she says.

Psychological Benefits

Nothing makes parents feel better than to know that their daughter has a good relationship with herself. From your parental perspective, I’m sure it’s easy to understand that this relationship will be tested over and over again as time marches on. Your daughter’s participation in sports not only builds her physical strength; it is also one of the best ways to insure that she develops the kind of inner strength that she’ll need throughout life.

Fortunately, unique research programs around the country are committing time and money to understand the special concerns of females. One such program is the Melpomene Institute in St. Paul, Minnesota. Their mission is to “help girls and women of all ages link physical activity and health through research, publication, and education.” They have dedicated themselves to studying all areas of female health since their beginning in 1982. Of their many findings, one study backed up the belief that physically active girls have a better outlook on life than those girls who were sedentary as kids, that they take pride in their physical and social selves.

Positive Body Image

In general, people won’t invest in themselves if they don’t think they are worth the effort. Developing a sense of worthiness begins with feeling capable. As girls build physical strength through sports participation, and acquire sport skills, they’ll feel capable. The more competent girls feel, no matter what body type they have, the more likely they are to cultivate realistic expectations about themselves and accept themselves for who they are. Listen to the story of one high school athlete who has learned to respect her body for what it is.

Every American girl has a complex from watching beautiful actresses on TV shows. The friends that I go to high school with and I don’t really want to be thin like a supermodel girl, but then again we don’t want to get into the pudgy look. Gymnastics helped me because I was skinny and twiggy, and I found that exercise was the best thing I could be doing for my body. Then I started putting on some weight. Now that I know muscle weighs more than fat, it gives me comfort. I realize I’mnot fat. I understand that I weigh more than other people because I’m toned. Being consistent with working out and balancing my eating has allowed me to be okay with my body.

—Kellie, 18, gymnast

What’s great about Kellie is that as a teenager she has come to her own conclusion that her self-image isn’t all about weight. Because she has continuously stayed in sports, she has an intimate knowledge of her body, and she can deal with body changes. She likes feeling toned and likes the self-confidence that goes along with being competent in sports.

Emotional Well-being and Confidence

I don’t accept the belief of constantly praising children in order to build their confidence. Any girl who wants to make her way in the real world has to earn self-confidence, which comes through striving and years of investment in herself. Confidence isn’t something you can “study” for at the last minute, just before you need it during one of life’s many tests. It has to be developed over the course of a lifetime—and playing sports is one of the best ways to make it grow.

I really had a shy, introverted ten-year-old. She wouldn’t try something unless she saw that she could succeed. When she began sports, eventually she learned to trust the coach, and then she learned to trust herself. The look on her face was incredible when she learned she could do things. When I look at my daughter now, she goes for things with confidence, without the fear of failing. That is going to get her far in life. She doesn’t shy away from classes at school that are tough. Socially, she’s outgoing and has a diverse circle of friends. She’s very self-assured. She’s very even tempered.

—Mary, mother of one daughter

What happens to the child athlete as she grows into the role of mother and coach? Here is what a female coach has to say:

When I look back at what sports did for me, I’d say that my well-being was grounded in the fact that I was confident. Sports has given me the ability to make mistakes and not look at it like the end of life. Maybe it’s not okay with somebody else, but it is okay with me. I know I can get back on my feet and start over. Now I look at each day as another opportunity to be successful. The opportunities never stop.

—J.D., mother and coach

Bouncing Back from Setbacks

Learning to adapt to life’s ups and downs is an indispensable skill. Emmy E. Warner, a researcher at the University of California, Davis, identified several components of resiliency that should be nurtured while raising children and are equally important in raising athletes. The valuable parenting practices pointed out in Ms. Warner’s study that relate to sports are

providing a caring and supportive environment (where coaches bond with the athletes).

teaching life skills like persistence and confidence.

communicating and setting high expectations.

creating the opportunity to have a meaningful experience.

Coaches and parents who embrace these concepts will go a long way toward helping girls learn how to get back on track after inevitable defeats and disappointments.

A mother explains how sports has helped her daughters face difficulties:

What I liked about what I saw in the development of my girls was that if the various teams that they were on lost a game, they wouldn’t go home and fall in a heap. The soccer coach was a big help in that he made the players shake hands with the opposing team after every game. He helped them understand that tomorrow is a new day. Even though one of my daughters initially had a perfectionist personality, by the time she finished college she had become very realistic. She knew what she could and couldn’t do, and she didn’t drive herself crazy. The amount of time and money we have put into the girls’ sports is all worth it.

—Corrine, mother of three girls

Self-Motivation and Ambition

Motivation, according to Dr. Sean McCann, who heads the sports psychology program at the U.S. Olympic Committee, is “generally [established] by the time a child is twelve or thirteen. She is either motivated intrinsically by the desire to do well, or extrinsically, by the desire to please or by concern for what others will think.”

I think Shannon’s sports experience is an example of how far a girl can go when the drive to succeed comes from within. When Shannon first started in sports, she was an ice-skater, and the line seemed to blur about whether she was skating for herself or to please her mother. When she reached high school and changed sports, something wonderful happened to her. For the first time she began to understand how much she could accomplish with motives that were uniquely hers.

When I first signed up for team sports in high school I had two different personalities. I was shy off the court, but not on the court, where I was motivated to succeed. I used to hang around with shy kids, and that kept me from being as ambitious as I thought I could be. But slowly I became more confident and motivated to be different as I interacted with my teammates on and off the court. It seemed like it rubbed off on me, how sure they were of themselves, being able to speak up with no problem. I realized that the very act of having to communicate on the court in order to make certain plays made me talk to my teammates. Now, after four years of team sports, I have the confidence to play hard, to speak up, and I like it.

—Shannon, 16, basketball player

Reduce Symptoms of Stress and Depression

Living in a state of good mental health becomes more and more difficult for girls as they approach the teenage years. That’s why it is so critical to have sports be solidly in place in a girl’s life early on. Just taking the time for recreation can help balance a person’s life and alleviate depression. Half of all girls who participate in some kind of sports have higher than average levels of self-esteem and less depression, according to a report entitled “Risk, Resiliency, and Resistance: Current Research on Adolescent Girls.” Though researchers are still trying to pinpoint the exact reasons why physical activity is beneficial to one’s frame of mind, it’s known that a combination of biological, chemical, psychological, and social factors play an important role.

This is how playing sports helped a teenager maintain emotional balance:

When I manage my time, which I do best when I’m playing sports, I have less stress and do better in school. If I feel over-whelmed with things, it’s not a constant, nagging feeling I don’t get depressed to the point where I can’t do anything I know that I can go out on the basketball court and let it all out during a game. Because dribbling a ball and shooting hoops is my passion, I can throw myself into the action and not think about other things. I feel like I can get my head clear and then go home and tackle what I have to do.

—Kathryn, 16, basketball player

Educational Benefits

In general, girls who participate in sports do better in school than girls who don’t. This is quite an amazing feat given the practice and game schedules of many young athletes. Nonetheless it is accomplished by setting priorities and making a realistic schedule. When students begin high school, teachers at freshman orientation highly recommend that students get involved with other activities, one of which is sports. It is often interesting that at the end of the academic year when awards are presented, many of the girls receiving academic awards are athletes. Girls don’t have to wait until high school to enjoy these benefits. Girls involved in any age-group programs face the same issues of establishing priorities and being realistic about their time commitments. Just make sure that you and your child look at sports the same way that a report from the National Association of Principals does, not as an extracurricular but as a “co-curricular” activity.

Research by Skip Dane of Hardness Research, in Casper, Wyoming, finds the following results:

The ratio of girls who participate in sports and do well in school is three to one.

Sports participants take average and above-average classes.

Sports participants receive above-average grades and do above average on skill tests.

Student athletes appear to have more parental involvement than other students.

Once they become involved in athletics, teenage athletes appear to change their focus from the normal preoccupation of cars and spending money to life accomplishments.

Mental Ability and Concentration

It’s said that daily exercise can mean the difference between being able to concentrate in school or experiencing difficulty. The American Heart Association wholeheartedly supports schoolteachers in this belief. Healthy children develop a healthy brain, which gains energy from the muscles being stimulated through physical activity. In addition the quick responses called for in sports improve the ability to focus. The play-by-play nature of athletics is a continual source of mental stimulation, forcing players to stay alert for extended periods of time. In talking with many families, parents agreed that learning physical skills helped their daughters focus and stay on task with their homework.

Budgeting Time

While interviewing girls about sports and their schedules, I heard one comment repeatedly: Girls are more motivated to get things done during sports season. When they are off-season, these female athletes often procrastinate doing things because there is no hard-and-fast schedule that they have to stick to. Both students and parents realize that being in sports helps athletes manage their time better. In talking with girl athletes, I’ve learned that they take a very practical approach to studying—they study whenever and wherever they can, on the bus, on breaks, at home, before practice. Since they know that homework is a priority, and their parents won’t let them play sports without good grades, most try to get the job done. This valuable skill has tremendous carryover value for college athletes, who will face even greater challenges as they add extensive travel to their schedule. Going to school and participating in sports becomes their life routine. Even if athletes are not on a sport team in college, they are in the habit of budgeting their time because they know their priorities. And adults who continue to include fitness in their lives are able to do so because staying active, even with a busy schedule, is a habit.

Degrees, Grade-Point Averages, and Dropout Rates

Achieving academic success is important during the grade school years, but it is absolutely essential during high school. According to the National Federation of State High School Associations, a comprehensive study done in North Carolina found noteworthy differences between athletes and non-athletes regarding grade-point averages and dropout and graduation rates. While this survey covered boys and girls, the results are still inspiring and instructive.






	 
	ATHLETES

	NON-ATHLETES




	Grade-point average
	2.86
	1.96



	Dropout rate
	0.7 %
	8.98 %



	Graduation rate
	99.56 %
	94.66 %




Leadership

I was reminded of the importance of sports in developing leadership qualities in a conversation with an ice-skater turned volleyball player whom I used to train. Sheila noted that during her middle school years, she was shy socially but could pull herself together for competition. When she went on to high school and changed from an individual to a team sport her freshman year, it was an adjustment. She found herself training with the upperclassmen, who seemed to know and have it all. She admired that. During her sophomore year she was chosen as captain of the junior varsity team. Slowly but surely her teammates came to respect her athletic abilities and her caring, supportive nature. She realized that being a communicator was part of being a leader. Her personal skills peaked in her senior year. She was outspoken, she continued in a leadership position, she became a role model—she was different, a more confident person. But Sheila will tell anyone who will listen that you can’t have significant personal growth during one season in sports. It took years of fighting her own demons and watching older girls as role models for her to realize that she wanted to be in charge of her life and help lead others in the same direction.

Planting the Seeds of Passion

Every benefit that we’ve talked about in this chapter is much more easily attained if girls have a passion for their sport. When they love what they’re doing, they stay with it. Oh sure, there’ll be some great days and some down days. But on the whole, these young women can see that mostly good things are happening to their bodies and their lives. When girls feel passionate about kicking that soccer ball, shooting hoops, or pitching a no-hitter, that zest transfers to non-athletic parts of their lives. Passion. How do girls discover it in their lives? By having the opportunity to try several sports and the chance to find out where their talents lie.

This is a story written by Brittney, an eighth-grade student, for one of her school writing assignments where she explores her dreams and her passion. She and her dad passed on this story to me and agreed to let me share it with you. What I love about this story is that it’s so down-to-earth, so full of energy, so simple in its approach to the value of sports—and filled with the vision of an aspiring athlete.

“Shoot the ball!” my teammates shouted.

Swish. The ball bounces off the court. The crowd grew quiet. I looked at the score: 43–42. The buzzer rings. We won! I made the basket. The audience goes wild again. That was the greatest day I’ve had in my basketball history.

“Great shot, Brittney!” exclaimed my coach.

“Good job, number 34!” my teammates chanted.

My face must have been red from excitement. And yours would have been too if you were me.

Basketball is the best sport because there is much action, you play many games, and it takes a great deal of exercise. When you play basketball, the game is very fast paced. That means you are always pumped up and ready to play. Girls and guys are very fast when it comes to basketball. That is because the object is to get down the court as fast as you can. The game of basketball always keeps you motivated, also. It makes people happy, so their self-esteem rises. That gets them motivated so they play better.
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