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ABOUT THIS BOOK FEIGLEY |

What benefits do you want your child and the children of others to get from their youth sports experience?
While many answers are likely, 80% of youth sport coaches say development is the primary reason why
they coach.

Coaching the Child Behind the Athlete: A Developmental Approach to Youth Sport is the comprehensive
guide for any coach, from the volunteer T-ball coach to the high school coach in a highly competitive
league. The premise of this book is that all coaches have the opportunity to help athletes develop, both as
athletes and as young men and women. It focuses on those important issues in a child’s development that
can be nurtured through participation in youth sports. It is not about the X’s and O’s of specific sports, but
rather how youth sports can strengthen personal qualities such as sportsmanship and mental toughness,
permitting children to flourish throughout their future sport and non-sport life.

COACHING THE CHILD BEHIND THE ATHLETE IS:

A COACHING BOOK Starting with a chapter on developing your coaching philosophy, the book then
provides a chapter on teaching strategies for effective coaching. Subsequent chapters detail techniques for
developing mental toughness, how to use positive discipline, and how to set meaningful goals. A unique
chapter on working with athletes with disabilities provides insights for coaching special populations,
including practical suggestions rarely found in books on youth sports.

A YOUTH SPORT REFERENCE GUIDE Youth sport programs depend heavily upon the quality of the adult
leadership. Supportive adults need the knowledge and skills to conduct safe and enjoyable sports programs.
Safety tips are interspersed throughout and discussed specifically in a chapter on safety and risk management.
A chapter on care and management of injuries insures coaches are prepared when there is an injury to one

of their athletes. A chapter on motivation provides an overview of “Why Kids Quit?” and offers specific
recommendations. An honest look at the “darker side” of youth sport covers topics such as child abuse, drug
and alcohol abuse by young athletes, eating disorders, and bullying and hazing.

A PRACTICAL BOOK Becoming the best coach you can be requires knowledge, experience and practice. Use
the three features described below to develop your coaching skill set.

YOUR TURN: Straightforward
exercises to consider hypothetical
coaching situations and decisions.
Use these activities to think
through your coaching style and
philosophy.

FROM CHALKBOARD TO

THE PLAYING FIELD: Use this
feature to see how a principle just
discussed in the book is applied in
practice. For example in Chapter
2 a discussion of coaching styles
concludes with a far-reaching
discussion on the topic—"What is
the best coaching style?”

The Rutgers Youth Sports Research Council is part of the
Department of Kinesiology and Health at Rutgers University,

New Brunswick, NJ. Its primary mission is to bring the latest
information on healthy child development to coaches, parents and
youth sport administrators who work with children in organized
youth sport programs. Web address: http://youthsports.rutgers.edu/.

RUTGERS

Youth Sports Research Council
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SPOTLIGHT ON YOUTH
SPORTS: This feature considers
broader issues in youth sports.
For example, in Chapter 1 there
is a full discussion on the role

of winning and how it impacts
coaching philosophy. The
“Spotlight” in Chapter 5 presents
a unique discussion on levels of
sportsmanship. Use this feature
in most chapters to think about
important topics for youth sports
administrators and coaches.
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Preface

The goal of this book is to provide the reader with information on healthy
child development within the context of organized youth sports. The
lives of children and adolescents who participate in youth sport can be
profoundly influenced by these experiences — both positively and nega-
tively. The aim is not to tell coaches how to coach but to provide them
with the type of information that they can incorporate into their coach-
ing to help them coach children and adolescents more effectively from a
perspective where the development of the individual is the highest prior-
ity. Few youth sport participants go on to the highest level of competi-
tive sports but virtually all — from the most to the least athletic — have
experiences which influence their personal growth and development.
Self-esteem and self-confidence can be enhanced or undermined. Strong
moral behavior can be developed through the promotion of good sports-
manship or self-centeredness can run rampant because of deferential
treatment of those with exceptional physical prowess. Healthy physical
growth and a positive attitude to being physically active can be offset
by overtraining and early specialization leading to overuse and often
chronic injuries.

Young athletes come in contact with well-meaning adults who
range from those who believe that sport is a competitive “dog-eat-dog”
world to those who believe sport is the ultimate opportunity to cooper-
ate with teammates and — surprisingly to some — with opponents. Caring
about children is a necessary but not sufficient attribute to become an ef-
tfective youth sport coach. Coaches must also have the energy, informa-
tion and opportunity to display that caring. This book is an attempt to
help them with as much information about positive child development
as can be packed into a single volume.

The chapters have been strongly influenced by my academic back-
ground including but not limited to my role as founder and director of
the Youth Sports Research Council at Rutgers University. My personal ex-
periences in sport are incorporated in virtually every aspect of the book,
ranging from my involvement as an athlete at the youth, high school
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and collegiate levels, to my roles as a coach of multiple sports at multiple
levels of competition. Finally, my professional and volunteer experiences
as a youth sport administrator have ranged from being a coordinator of
summer swim leagues and private club gymnastics programs to serving
as a founding member of the initial version of the gymnastics safety as-
sociation. I had the opportunity to sit on NASPE’s original Task Force on
Sport in its cooperative efforts with the United States Olympic Commit-
tee to establish and promote coaching education standards for all sports
at all levels throughout the United States.

This is a book that, had I written it 20 years ago, would not have
had the same perspective as it now does. The technical side of sport, as
important as it is for success in competition, pales in comparison with
the impact sport has on the personal development of the millions of
children and youth who participate at all levels of sport from the casual
recreational programs to international forums in such sports as swim-
ming and gymnastics, where the presence of teenaged athletes is not
uncommeon.

A number of the topics, such as the chapters on self-confidence,
mental toughness, sportsmanship and working with parents may ap-
pear to go far beyond recreational youth sports. That is true by design.
For such topics, it matters not whether I coach youth at the recreation-
al or elite level. What matters is that I coach the development of the
child at the highest level of which I am capable. Self-confidence, mental
toughness, and sportsmanship, are attributes that will influence an in-
dividual’s life long after the sport-specific skills have faded. This book
was written with the goal of helping coaches coach, not specific sports,
but rather the development of the parents’ most precious treasure, their
child. Hopefully after absorbing the material in this book, when asked
“What is the most important thing that you coach?”, more coaches will
answer, not with “conditioning, sports skill techniques or football, soc-
cer and gymnastics” but rather with “The most important thing that I
coach is children!”

SPECIAL FEATURES

Three features are interspersed throughout most of the chapters to en-
courage coaches to get involved and to think about how the concepts
presented might best be integrated into their coaching.
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Preface

q YOUR TURN includes such straightforward exercises as
multiple choice questionnaires to determine how much in-
formation is retained and understood about topics such as

lightening safety and common sports injuries to an open-ended analysis

of the implications of how children’s views of their ability determine
their responsiveness to goal setting.

SPOTLIGHT ON YOUTH SPORTS

Spotlight on Sport highlights specific areas that have both obvious and
non-obvious implications for effective coaching. These include how civil
immunity legislation protects volunteer coaches to how to use a teaching
model of skill progressions that fits both basic and complex skills.

From Chalkboard to Playing Field

From Chalkboard to the Playing Field attempts to apply principles based
upon sound scientific evidence to specific applications in practical coach-
ing situations.
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to the chapters on disabilities and conditioning respectively.
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2 Chapter 1

hy do you coach? What benefits do you want your child and the
Wchildren of others to get from their youth sports experience?
Is helping the development of children into healthy, confident, well-
adjusted adults part of your role as a youth sports coach?

While many specific answers are likely, when asked, 80% of
youth sport coaches say “Development” is the primary reason why
they coach. Another 15 to 20% say to allow the kids to have “Fun.”
Less than 1% typically say “Winning.” The low percentage of coaches
choosing winning is very likely influenced by social acceptability. A
large proportion of those saying “fun” are coaches who work with the
youngest age groups, say 8 years and younger.

Development, fun, and winning are not mutually exclusive goals.
They can all be important parts of a coach’s motive for coaching young
athletes. But occasionally, even these positive goals come in conflict.
Removing your star player for disrespectful behavior toward an official
may help develop the young athlete’s long-term self-control and
sportsmanship but in the short term might undermine the chance to win
today’s game, something the other players on the team have worked
hard for. Which choice is your highest priority?

Your answers to these questions form the foundation of your
coaching philosophy. Every coach has a philosophy of coaching whether
it has been carefully thought out or developed only informally while
making day-to-day coaching decisions and behavioral choices.

The Importance of a Coaching Philosophy

Although a philosophy may be conceived by some as an abstract, ide-
alistic, somewhat vague set of guidelines shaping one’s approach to the
“very meaning of life,” a philosophy is more often quite concrete. Spe-
cifically, a coaching philosophy is a set of personal guidelines by which
you can determine whether your behavior, your decisions and your
coaching style are consistent with your reasons for coaching and your
agency’s reasons for providing the program. Many different philosophies
legitimately exist. There is no right or wrong, only appropriate or inap-
propriate relative to the athletes you serve.
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FIGURE 1.1. Question: Should you be deciding which kids should benefit or
how to benefit them all?

Determining and clarifying your philosophy of coaching is a cru-
cial first step once you have decided to coach children and adolescents. A
well thought out philosophy provides practical guidelines to compare
your day-to-day coaching decisions with your self-chosen, overall
purpose for working with young athletes. A philosophy of coaching
affects your decisions throughout your coaching career whether it lasts
a single season or a lifetime. This set of concrete priorities can help you
choose between legitimate, but sometimes, conflicting goals.

Organizations have philosophies too, so that goals are clear and
conflicts can be resolved within a framework. Ideally, your organization
has already developed a statement of purpose, but if not, consider rec-
ommending that such a program philosophy be prepared. When you
represent an organization or agency, you should be prepared to work
within that agency in ways consistent with that group’s expressed pur-
pose. Is it “all get to play regardless of skill level;” or is it focused on “the
most highly skilled earn the right to play?” Conflicts often result when
coaches are unaware of differences between their personal goals and the
goals of their sponsoring organization (Figure 1.1).

Return to TOC



Return to TOC

Chapter 1

s YOUR TURN

Conflicting Goals

What would you do in this situation? Last year, a coach had 30
qualified kids try out for the traveling youth soccer program”
in the 12 and under age group. As a result, “A” and "B" teams
were formed based upon skill level and both teams had
successful seasons. This year, only 22 kids returned for tryouts.
The rules permit only 18 kids per team, and the conventional
wisdom within the organization is that 15 kids per squad is
ideal for fielding a strong squad where all kids on the team
get sufficient playing time. The tryouts are held in late July
with the season beginning the second week in September.
However, the deadline for submitting all rosters is August

5th. Any team withdrawn after that date is fined a significant
amount of money and, just as importantly, a withdrawal would
be an embarrassment to the entire organization. What would
you do?

Below are two potential “solutions.”

1. Decide there are not enough kids for two teams. Select the 15 best
kids and cut the remaining seven. Suggest that those kids who are
cut return to play in the in-town league.

2. Establish two teams of 11 children each, knowing that additional
kids would have to be recruited by the start of the season since
illness and other factors would make it very difficult to field
the necessary number of players for every game throughout the
season. The skill level, availability, and commitment of new
recruits would be in doubt.

Is your choice consistent with your answer to “why do you coach?”
If you chose #1, selecting the most highly skilled players and cutting the
rest, how does that fit with your philosophy of helping kids to develop?
What influence would you have on the kids who were cut? Chances are,

*You can modify this scenario to fit different sports by substituting appropriate numbers
(e.g. Youth Football: You have 32 positions and 36 qualified kids try out).
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those kids who were cut might be the ones who would benefit most from
a sporting experience. Telling them to “suck it up” and “try out again
next year” is likely to fall on deaf ears. While they can return to play in-
town soccer or attend skill development clinics, many kids who are “cut”
or demoted refuse to play at lower levels unless they have supportive
parents and/or understanding, sensitive coaches who encourage them to
play despite the public “demotion.” Trying out again next year against
the kids who made the team this year and thus who will receive an entire
year of coaching has some obvious drawbacks. However, choosing #1
is likely to provide you with a group of young athletes whose skills are
higher and more similar, permitting you to teach higher level skills more
efficiently because of the higher level talent. How important is it to you
and your organization that you field the highest possible skill-level team
to represent your community?

If you chose #2, fielding two teams with minimal rosters so that
all can play may well produce teams that are too weak to be competitive
against teams from other communities that have a different philosophy.
Further, experienced coaches know that birthdays, homework, illnesses
and family vacations produce absences at practice and competitions so
that carrying a bare minimum of athletes on the roster can result in a
shortage of players on game days.

Fielding weak, non-competitive teams can be discouraging for
adults with a traditional sports perspective; however, cutting less talent-
ed kids at an early age when talent is difficult to identify simply because
adults want a highly skilled team to represent their community would
seem to place the desire to develop sports excellence ahead of the desire
to develop all youngsters within the community. How can youngsters be
helped if they are eliminated from the program? A philosophy of coach-
ing helps you make difficult choices consistent with your primary pur-
pose when you have conflicting goals or are pressured to field winning
teams. Your philosophy—and that of your program—should be consis-
tent with each other and, hopefully with healthy child development.

Coaching Philosophy and Child Development

Since 80% of youth sport coaches say their primary purpose is to foster
the development of their young athletes, a logical question is, “What

Return to TOC
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TABLE 1.1 Models of Sport

The Professional The Educational The Developmental
Model emphasizes: Model emphasizes: Model emphasizes:

e Maximal ® Sport as a vehicle e Personal
performance for developing development of
e Winning as the positive societal the athlete
major outcome v.al.ues aer good e Fun and self-
e Entertainment of GRS satisfaction
others e Placing the child-
e Economic gain athlete’s needs

ahead of the
organization’s
needs

does sports participation actually help to develop in young athletes?”
Typical responses from coaches include the following possible answers.

Health and Physical Fitness Self-Confidence/Self-Esteem
Cooperative Skills Sports Skills

Leadership Skills Self-Discipline
Sportsmanship Emotional Self-Control

While sport can develop each of these traits in a positive direction,
the quality of the adult leadership from coaches and parents and pro-
grams purposely structured to teach such positive social skills are likely
to be the prime determinants of whether positive traits such as these are
focused and strengthened or weakened and distorted.!

Even the best of intentions are likely to be ineffective if coaches
are unaware of the needs of children at different ages. Your effective-
ness at implementing a philosophy of positive development will depend,
to a great extent, upon your understanding of children’s developmental
stages, not just “good intentions.”

A range of philosophical models exist. At the extreme ends of the
spectrum, compare the Professional Sports Model to the Developmen-
tal Sport Model in Table 1.1.

The Professional Model is consistent with playing the maximum
number of strongest players for the strongest possible single team for the
longest possible portion of the game. Other than concern for a possible
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disruption of efficient team play, the coach has little interest in whether
players and parents become disgruntled when substitute players receive
only the minimal playing time required by youth sport rules.

There are a variety of Children’s Sport Models. They range from
the purely recreational model to the high school model to the elite sport
model. While the selection of which model is best is rightfully the judg-
ment of the agency and the coach, the Rutgers Youth Sports Research
Council believes that the Developmental Model is the most appropriate
for the majority of youth sport programs. The key characteristics of the
Developmental Model? are:

1. Sports are primarily for the benefit of the child, not the adult nor
the organization.

2. Children’s needs differ at different ages and maturity levels.

3. Successful experiences are reflected by personal growth and
development.

Is winning important to kids? Contrary to conventional wisdom
and from a developmental perspective, the answer is “Yes” because:

1. Winning and losing are clear, concrete events easily recognized by
children as young as 5 and 6 years old.

2. Many children use winning and losing to assess how competent
they are, especially if adults pay particular attention to winning
and losing.

3. Winning means the child is doing well — as opposed to exerting
power and domination over others.

4. Winning means excellence as opposed to status and prestige.

Very young children (typically under 7 years of age) lack the ability
to understand competition from a third-party perspective.* They know
that winning is “good” and losing is “bad” but they usually fail to under-
stand that fairness is essential for competition and that there is a differ-
ence between trying hard and being talented. If you give a 5-year-old a
10-yard head start in a race against an adult who purposely runs slowly,
the 5-year-old will still be excited at winning the 40-yard race. They can
physically run the race but do not understand what constitutes compe-
tition — only that they have “won.” Their ability to take the necessary
third-party perspective begins to develop about age 7 and continues to
develop in sophistication until it reaches adult-like levels at about age 12.

Return to TOC
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SPOTLIGHT ON YOUTH SPORTS
The Role of Winning

Part of your coaching philosophy should deal with the role of winning.
This important topic traditionally has been filled with clichés. One
extreme is the belief that winning is unimportant in youth sports,

and the other is the belief that winning is the only thing. A healthy
perspective is somewhere in between.

Clearly, there can be an overemphasis on winning; however, those
who believe that winning is not important in youth sports often miss
the point that without an attempt to win the contest, the activity is
no longer sport. The essence of sport is striving to win; without that
attempt, the activity is of a different nature. Consider two athletes
of dramatically different skill levels playing tennis. Often the superior
athlete will begin to teach the less skilled player by hitting the ball
where it may more easily be returned over the net. While admirable,
teaching is not sport. Two individuals jogging on a running track who
are more interested in each other’s company change the situation
from a competitive sport race to a friendly social interaction.

Athletes can have a strong desire to win and still be involved with
healthy, appropriate competition if they are more concerned with
what they win and how they win. If basketball coaches teach their
athletes to fake a foul, even if such a sham is successful and deceives
the official, the game is no longer basketball. It is “fool the official.”
Winning the game that day based on an incorrectly awarded foul
shot, is not basketball. The team has violated the basic spirit of the
game and has won at a different activity-- called cheating. The best
basketball team can no longer be determined.

Winning within the context of the rules and within the spirit of the
game is important and should be valued and taught. That is, how you
strive to win becomes a critical aspect of winning. Winning by way of
distorting the essential rules of the game devalues success. Striving
to win is not the cause of poor sportsmanship. Poor sportsmanship
results from the lack of emphasis on how you win within the context
of the rules and the spirit of the game.

The following citation made many years ago by Rainer Martens, a
noted sports psychologist, illustrates this point. “Competing to win,
however, is not necessarily a negative goal; striving to achieve can
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foster personal growth. In fact, it may be that moral development

is nurtured more when moral decisions come into conflict with
winning.”* The significance of Martens’ statement is that if winning
is not a highly prized goal in its own right, playing fairly is not a
noteworthy achievement in the individual’s moral development. The
conflict between the desire to win and the need to do so ethically

is necessary for sportsmanship to exist. contains a
discussion of the role of winning in youth sports that can be copied
and shared with your assistant coaches and parents of your youth
sport athletes.

MODIFYING SPORT FOR CHILDREN

In accordance with the Developmental Model, sports should be modified
to meet the needs of children. Young children need appropriately sized
fields, equipment and time spans. Very young children have difficulty
understanding such abstract concepts as offense and defense. For ex-
ample, children under the age of 7 have difficulty understanding offside
in soccer. Thus, in soccer, playing on small fields with 3 to 5 players
on each team without enforcing the offside rules is a very appropriate
modification for 5-, 6- and 7-year-old children. Another example of a
developmentally appropriate modification related to a child’s developing
cognitive ability is the use of praise for effort. “Trying hard” is equivalent
to “being talented” to very young athletes.® Praise for effort (i.e., trying
hard) enhances self-esteem in kids 8 and under, but praise for effort has
little effect on the self-perception of 14-year-olds umnless that effort is
linked to the perception of success at the task.” (See Chapter 9 for a more
detailed coverage of this important topic.) lists a number
of developmentally appropriate modifications for a variety of sport pro-
grams for children under the age of 7 years.

Modifications must be developmentally appropriate. Not keeping
score might be appropriate with 5- and 6-year-olds but would be total-
ly inappropriate with 10-year-olds. The 10-year-olds would keep score
in their heads even if the adult coaches did not. Using developmental
modifications designed for very young children with older children is
just as inappropriate as expecting very young children to benefit from
adult-like competitions.

Return to TOC
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FIGURE 1.2 Play.
How can your
philosophy keep it
an essential part of
youth sports?

As children get older, they should be prepared for the rigors of adult
sport. They must learn to handle the pressures of competition and of suc-
cess and failure. The key is to avoid the adult model at too early an age.

IMPORTANCE OF PLAY

All children play. The forms of play may differ substantially around the
world from culture to culture but the purpose is similar. Play serves im-
portant functions such as helping children socialize with their peers.
For example, the playful “tussling” in mock fights is a major factor
in developing a “pecking order” of dominance that minimizes actual
fights later on at older ages when significant injuries could be inflicted
(Figure 1.2).

There are marked differences between the play and games led by
children and the play and games led by adults. These differences are evi-
dent both in the way the games are played and in what is learned by the
children as a result of their play. In games led by children:

1. Action is the predominant measure of fair play and fun.
Stopping the game to argue over rules rapidly leads to the isolation
of children who continually do so. They are less likely to be picked

Return to TOC
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as teammates or invited to play on the playground regardless of
their skill level.

2. Scoring is higher in games led by children. “Do overs” are
commuon.

3. Organizational rules are not as important. The teams need not
have equal numbers of players as long as the teams are evenly
matched to produce excitement. Placing more outfielders in the
“pick up” baseball game on the weaker rather than stronger team
is not uncommon.

4. Decisions about what is fair are made by the players. When the
ball rolls foul and lands underneath the car parked nearby, is it in
play or not?

In adult-led games, however, children learn that preset rules are the
dominant measure of fair play, that teams must be of equal size, includ-
ing limits on the total number of players on the roster, that safety equip-
ment must be worn even if the look is not cool, and that players must
come from the correct geographical area or else it isn’t fair. In adult-led
games, leaders (usually picked by coaches as the captain) pick from a
few limited decisions: e.g., heads or tails at the coin flip to see who gets
to kick off. Which end of the field will we defend? Even these minimal
choices are often decided ahead of time by the adult coaches.

Both adult-led and child-led games are important. One is not nec-
essarily better than the other but they teach different things. Free play
teaches decision making and leadership skills. Organized sport teaches
obedience to legitimate authority and following the rules.

What Is the Right Age for Children to
Begin Sports?

The answer: “It depends!” Children can become involved with physical
activity literally while they are still in the crib batting away at a mobile
suspended over the crib. Three to 5-year-olds regularly are invited to play
t-ball. However, children typically do not begin to understand competi-
tion until approximately the age of 7 when they begin to develop the
cognitive ability to make social comparisons. The ability to make such
social comparisons develops gradually over a period of years with most
children being able to understand such comparisons by 10 years and
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FIGURE 1.3 By 7
years, children are
capable of making
self-judgements
based upon social
comparisons. By 12,
they recognize that
“trying hard” and
“being talented”
are not equivalent.
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virtually all normally developing children being able to do so quite well
by age 12.

WHAT ARE SOCIAL COMPARISONS?

At about the age of 7, children begin to develop the ability to make self-
assessments by comparing themselves to others. If they can perform a
skill that others of the same age cannot, they make the inference that
they are competent and that the skill they are performing is relatively
difficult. Prior to this age, assessments of their skill level and the task dif-
ficulty were judged, not by how others were doing, but by how complex
the skill was and how hard they tried at the skill. Puzzles with more
pieces are more difficult than puzzles with fewer pieces. Performing a
cartwheel on a high, narrow balance beam in gymnastics is more dif-
ficult than performing that same skill on a low, wider, padded beam.
Perception of effort (i.e., the player tried hard) was assumed if the skill
was successfully completed. Not until the age of 7 do children develop
the ability to differentiate between having talent and trying hard. They
compare themselves with their peers and begin to realize that they can
perform skills successfully with less effort than some of their teammates,
or that no matter how hard they try, they may never be as good as some
of their other, more talented friends (Figure 1.3).

By 12, children have become skilled at making social comparisons
and realize that expending effort no longer guarantees success. They un-
derstand that their efforts may be of no avail if the others are of higher
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ability or if the task does not depend upon their effort. That is, no matter
how intensely they flap their elbows, they cannot fly. This is the age at
which young athletes are the most vulnerable to dropping out, a topic we
will return to in much more detail in Chapter 9.

SPORTS COMPLEXITY

Another major factor determining sport readiness is the complexity of
the sport both in terms of physical and cognitive demands. Gymnastics,
for example, requires that multiple skills be chained together to form a
choreographed routine, a task much more complex than a springboard
diver performing a single basic skill on a one-at-a-time basis. Remember-
ing multiple plays in youth football is more cognitively demanding than
a hundred-yard dash in track and field. Thus, some sports lend them-
selves more easily to younger participation.

Defining Excellence

While few youth sport coaches will publicly say “Winning is every-
thing!” many focus on high sports performance as an acceptable alterna-
tive. However, when excellence is defined solely as winning or high-level
sports performance, the following negative outcomes regularly occur.?

1. Participation is discouraged. Children drop out of sport if
they cannot play well enough. They learn that poor play is not
tolerated. Weaker players are given less time and are often resented
by their teammates..

2. Fewer entry level programs are offered for older beginners.
Coaches are reluctant to accept older beginners and older children
are less likely to try new physical activities at which they are
not skilled.

3. Early specialization is encouraged. Children play only one
position in order to play better, but this early specialization often
retards an overall understanding of the game.

4. Promotes Standardization. There are only a few ways to play the
game the right way. Standardization stifles creativity.

5. Overtraining is commonplace. If practice improves skills,
then more practice will improve them even more. Psychological
staleness, burnout, dropout and overuse injuries become
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predictable outcomes of training intensities that rival the
intensities of adult sports.

If traditional definitions of excellence based upon winning and/or
high level sport performance lead to such potentially negative outcomes,
what other definitions of excellence might be more appropriate for youth
sports? Alternative definitions fall into two broad categories: personal
definitions of excellence and organizational definitions of excellence.

PERSONAL DEFINITIONS OF EXCELLENCE

A high quality sporting experience can be defined as developing compe-
tency in a variety of sports rather than simply excelling at one. For the
vast majority of youth sport participants, being competent and comfort-
able in playing multiple sports is probably desirable. Even for those ath-
letes who ultimately specialize in order to play at a high level, sampling a
variety of sports before deciding upon which one to specialize in allows
for more informed choices as the pressure to specialize increases. Choos-
ing a specialization when you have had only a limited number of expe-
riences can be self-limiting. There is also a growing body of evidence
suggesting that there is at least a modest relationship between early spe-
cialization in sport leading to a higher incidence of injuries, especially
overuse injuries.” 1

Excellence can also be related to the quality of the experience. For
example, being part of a team that hangs together and supports one an-
other may be just as important in determining one’s love of sport as is the
level of competition attained. Talented young athletes who are “moved
up” into older age groups because of their exceptional ability may feel less
a part of an important group of friends because of the age differential.

Developing health and fitness attributes through sports is a desirable
goal. However, in the quest for excellence, health is often jeopardized as
athletes overstrain and fitness is often undermined if athletes are encour-
aged to work through injuries to be mentally tough. A highly regimented
conditioning workout controlled almost exclusively by the adult coach
might actually undermine a love of physical activity. When the athlete’s
control over the activity is limited and little instruction is provided to
help athletes learn to develop their own fitness workouts, intrinsic moti-
vation to stay fit is much less likely to grow. While guidance about effec-
tive fitness training must come initially from the coach, as athletes be-
come more knowledgeable, providing them with more control over their
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fitness workouts increases the likelihood that their involvement with fit-
ness will continue after their competitive sport career is over.

Providing opportunities for young athletes to practice social de-
cision-making skills such as “what is fair play?” “who shall bat first?”
and “how can I help my teammate when he or she is disappointed?” are
all skills that transfer to real life. High-quality sport programs provide
young athletes with the opportunity to practice these skills over and
over again, learning from mistakes and improving their ability to relate
to other members of their teams.

ORGANIZATIONAL DEFINITIONS OF EXCELLENCE

What constitutes an outstanding youth sport organization? Excellence
has traditionally been defined as an organization that produces winning
teams and high-level athletes. That definition is limited. Excellence can
also be defined as “how many athletes are served?” An organization that
serves larger numbers of athletes and provides playing time for all excels
in those important dimensions. Programs that provide high-quality in-
struction for all participants, as opposed to only a few, is also a form of
excellence. Programs that provide additional programs such as parent
education, sportsmanship training for players, coaches and parents, as
well as programs in sport psychology, healthy nutrition and preventive
and rehabilitative sport medicine are programs that rise above the norm.

These alternative definitions of excellence—both personal and or-
ganizational—are not incompatible with winning and/or high-level per-
formance. In fact, they can enhance and broaden those more traditional
definitions of excellence.

Benefits of the Youth Sports Experience

Can children learn positive character traits and enhanced self-esteem
through sports participation? The answer is clearly yes. Can they learn
selfish behavior and unsportsmanlike behavior? Again, the answer is yes.
What determines which type of behavior will ultimately be the result
of their sport involvement? While many factors are involved, the pri-
mary determinant in organized youth sport is the quality of the adult
leadership. That many of these adults are volunteers does not lessen the
importance or the impact of their roles in teaching and modeling posi-
tive behaviors.
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WHAT DOES SPORT DEVELOP?

If appropriate adult leadership in organized youth sports contributes to
the development of the young athlete, what attributes can be developed
through that participation? What do you think sport helps develop in
young athletes? Compare your thoughts with those of professionals in
the field of child development.

A. Good Citizenship
. Sportsmanship/Morality
. Work Ethics
. Psychological Hardiness (Mental Toughness)

B

C

D

E. Social-Decision Making

F. Health & Fitness

G. Self-Esteem & Self-Confidence
H. Sense of Teamwork

L.

Self-Control

These characteristics can all be developed through sport;
however, they do not develop spontaneously. They develop through
the same process that children learn other attributes — through
practice, modeling others, reinforcement and direct instruction.
Just as these positive traits can be learned through sport, their polar
opposites can be learned as well.

A. Poor Citizenship

. Poor Sportsmanship/Lack of Morality
. Working just enough to get by

. Collapsing under pressure

B

C

D

E. Poor Social-Decision Making

F. Injury and Overuse Syndromes; Poor Health & Substance Abuse
G. Low Self-Esteem & a Lack of Self-Confidence

H. Egocentric/Selfish Behavior

L.

Lack of Self-Control
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Philosophy: From Concept to Practical Applications

A practical approach to developing the positive outcomes above is to use
your philosophy as a guide by: (1) identifing your belief system, (2) then
specifying an overall policy that flows from that philosophical belief, and
finally (3) determining specific behaviors (i.e., bottom lines) that are con-
sistent with the policy. Table 1.1 provides examples of this “philosophy,
policy, bottom line” approach in six different traditional domains.

TABLE 1.2 Examples of Philosophy, Policy and Bottom Lines

Safety is

a priority,
then fun and
learning in
that order

A primary
reason for
children
participating
is sport is to
enhance self-
esteem

Coaching the
Whole Child

Return to TOC

All safety
standards
must be
met in both
practices
and games

Self-esteem
is developed
via positive
coaching
and success-
ful accom-
plishments

Coaches
should know
their athletes
on and off
the field

a.

The wearing of mandated protective
gear (e.g., shin guards, helmets, and
athletic supporters) is required for
participation.

. All coaches are safety certified with

first aid/CPR training.

. A fully stocked first aid kit is always

available and regularly replenished
after disposable items are used.

. Skills progressions are individualized

for athletes of different skill levels.

. Positive reinforcement is the primary

teaching tool.

. Coaches are strict and demanding

but not harsh and punitive.

. Coaches should regularly ask about

school work.

. Parents are regularly asked how the

child is doing outside of the gym or
field.

. Conversations should include non-

sport topics of interest to the child.

continued
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TABLE 1.2 continued

Profes-
sionalism is
expected in
the coaching
staff, volun-
teers or not

Sports
should be
enjoyable
for all
participants

Successful
programs are
fiscally sound

Coaches
should be
seen as
responsible,
competent
people

Positive
atmosphere
must be
maintained
during
practices

Reasonable
costs of
participation
must be met

a.

b.

Dress should be appropriate for the
activity.

. Sarcasm and profanity language are

forbidden.

. Coaches should regularly attend

coaching clinics.

. Avoid having the athletes stand in

line except when specifically to rest.

. Instructions should be brief and to

the point.

. Drills to develop the same skills

should be varied sufficiently to avoid
boredom.

. Parents should be informed of all

costs during registration.

Fund raising should be organized
and efforts fairly distributed across
the entire group.

. Entry fees must be paid in full before

participating in tournaments or
clinics.
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s YOUR TURN

Your Philosophy—in One Line

One aspect of formulating a clear philosophy of coaching is to
develop a "tagline,” a brief phrase that captures the essence
of your sports program or your sports involvement. Here are
some examples:

1. [The American Sport Education Program: "Atnletes First,
Winning Second.”" o

2. |I he Rutgers Youth Sports Research Council: “Coaching FIGURE 1.4 Can
he Child Behind the Athlete.”"? you capture in

a phrase your
NPT purpose for
lifetime."™ coaching kids?

Do these phrases suggest the underlying philosophy of

3. A private gymnastics school: “We teach lessons that last a

those organizations? If so, they are successful and, in a

brief phrase, capture what is important in their program'’s
philosophy. Normally such taglines are developed formally by
organizations. However, they can be just as useful to you as
an individual coach. Developing an effective tagline aids you
in identifying the overarching priority of why you coach and
allows you to share that priority with others. What would be
your tagline? (Figure 1.4).

In sum, when youth sport coaches are asked, “What is the most
important thing that you coach in order to achieve success?” an
answer that says in some way or another, “the child” is most likely
to produce a healthy, beneficial experience for young children
regardless of their athletic skill levels.
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here's never enough time! Virtually all teachers and coaches,
Tregardless of their sport or activities, are faced with the dilemma
of too much to teach and not enough time to get everything done.
Techniques that speed the learning process not only help coaches and
athletes deal with large amounts of information but also significantly
enhance motivation. It is more fun when both the coach and the athlete
see real progress. Some coaches regularly help their athletes to achieve
competence in their sport faster than other coaches. This chapter
focuses on some of their methods for helping athletes to learn the skills
and strategies of their sports more quickly and efficiently.

In this chapter, we will examine how coaches can learn to select
“what is most important to coach” and how to help young athletes
“learn to learn.” You will learn positive coaching strategies that nurture
motivation and aid in the mastery and development of skills in your
athletes. Techniques are presented that will help you create efficient
practice sessions and understand how to vary your coaching styles
effectively based upon both the situation and the age of your athletes.

Selecting What to Coach

A truism in teaching and coaching is the KISS method. KISS is an ac-
ronym for “Keep It Simple, Stupid!” The implication of this less-than-
complimentary recommendation is that athletes have difficulty learn-
ing when they are bombarded with complex instructions about multiple
things all at the same time. A more positive phrasing of this recom-
mendation is “Teach one thing at a time,” which immediately raises the
essential question: “What should be that one particular thing?” Expert
coaches seem to be better at analyzing this question than less experi-
enced coaches. While identifying those characteristics that differentiate
expert from non-expert coaches is a matter of substantial controversy,!
experts use at least two interrelated strategies for deciding the priority
aspects of a skill, technique, or strategy: (1) coach the first error first;
(2) coach causes, not symptoms.

COACH THE FIRST ERROR FIRST

Typically, a young, developing athlete will make a number of errors in a
sequence of physical skills. A springboard diver who dives too far away
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FIGURE 2.1 Without a
proper toss, a good serve is
, very unlikely. Correcting the
RN . first error often eliminates
. : subsequent errors and
. 1 permits the successful
. execution of the skill.

from the diving board to complete the dive may simultaneously show
poor form, not be aware of where he is in space, and over- or under-rotate
the dive. A tennis player who tosses the ball in an awkward, ineffective
manner while serving has difficulty with her overhead stroke, creating a
less-than-efficient follow-through and finishes the serve in an ineffective
position to prepare for her opponent’s return shot (Figure 2.1). In both of
these examples, the coach should select a single error for correction from
the many errors being made by the athlete. But which one?

The coach should note the sequence of errors and select an error early
in the sequence. Correcting an error early in the sequence often eliminates
or permits the self-correction of errors occurring later in that sequence.

In the tennis player example, the awkward toss on the serve leads
to adjusting her overhead stroke which leads to a poor follow-through
which leads to finishing in a difficult position for playing the return
shot. Correcting the first part of the serve, the toss, may allow her to cor-
rect the later portions of the entire serve with little or no instruction on
the part of the coach.

Return to TOC
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COACH CAUSES, NOT SYMPTOMS

Closely linked to this concept of selecting earlier rather than later occur-
ring errors is the recommendation to coach the causes of errors, not just
the errors themselves. Errors are often just the symptoms of an earlier
cause. In the diving example above, cautioning the diver to walk slowly
instead of running during the forward approach may eliminate many of
the subsequent errors. Even if those errors are not totally eliminated, the
greater control gained during the earlier portion of the skill may now
permit the young athlete to self-correct later errors.

Determining what are “causes” and what are “symptoms” is not al-
ways as simple as it first appears. The coach must be able to discriminate
what are performance factors (causes) and what are outcomes (symp-
toms). Part of such an analysis is biomechanical. Failure to align her
body properly may prevent a gymnast from pirouetting without a wob-
ble. A second part of the analysis is recognizing what aspect of the skill
is under that particular athlete’s control. A baseball batter who lacks the
necessary power may not be able to swing the bat quickly enough to be
a successful hitter. Coaching the batter’s swing technique is likely to be
less helpful than providing that player with a set of strength exercises
designed to increase strength and power. Once sufficient power is ob-
tained, coaching the techniques of the swing now becomes the “cause.”
Once the hitting techniques have been mastered, knowing the pitcher
strategy or sequence of pitch selections may become a “cause” of further
improvements in hitting. However, focusing on “knowing the pitcher”
is unlikely to be valuable until the prerequisites of power and hitting
technique are mastered.

COACH SKILL DEVELOPMENT, NOT LAPSES

Many athletes know how to perform a skill or a technique, but for a
variety of reasons, they simply make a mistake in a practice or game.
An athlete who has just dropped an easy fly ball or slipped while trying
to guard a basketball opponent fully realizes that he or she has made a
mistake. Effective coaches often ignore such lapses or respond by show-
ing empathy and support. Instead of scolding the athlete or coaching
how to better field a ground ball after an easy rolling ball is missed, the
coach might respond: “Oops! You could have made that one! Try it again.
I know you can do it!”

This is not to say that coaches should ignore aspects of the mis-
take from which an athlete can learn additional skills. For example, if
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the ground ball was missed because the fielder was not sufficiently ready
when the pitcher pitched, then coaching better alertness or being in the
proper physical position to readily move left or right is an essential part of
good coaching. If, on the other hand, the player was alert, in the proper
position, and had regularly handled the skill aspect of fielding, then sim-
ply accept the lapse and do little, if any, coaching. Telling a player what
he or she already knows is not only irrelevant from an informational
point of view, but also can be irritating, embarrassing, and demotivating.

Teach the Skills of “Learning to Learn”

Many athletes learn slowly because they lack the skills related to how to
learn. They may have short attention spans, be easily distracted, focus
more on the coach’s mood than his instructions, or fail to ask questions
when confused about instructions. Effective coaches try to develop pro-
gressions that teach young athletes the required skills for efficient learn-
ing. This strategy is called “learning to learn.”

TAKING INSTRUCTION

Teach young athletes how to take instructions. Ask questions to see if they
understand what you just taught. If they fail to understand, encourage
them to ask questions rather than scolding them for remaining silent or
not listening. Encourage them to show that they are paying attention by
coaching them to maintain eye contact with you while you are provid-
ing both group and individual instruction. Eye contact provides you with
feedback concerning whether your instruction is understood or accepted.
A frown, a quizzical look, a nod of understanding can all help you be aware
of the effectiveness — or the lack of effectiveness — of your instruction.

WORKING INDEPENDENTLY

Demand that beginners work independently” for brief periods of time
and then gradually increase the time during which they must continue
to focus and concentrate independently. Give simple work assignments
that require short periods of independence; then gradually increase the
length and complexity of those assignments while complimenting the
athletes for “staying focused.”

* This technique does not mean the young athletes work unsupervised!
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THINKING AND MAKING JUDGMENTS

Perhaps the most important skill of learning to learn is to think and
make decisions. All sports require decision making but some (open skills)
require more decision making in competition than others (fixed skills).
Encourage athletes to make decisions about what will help them im-
prove. For example, set aside one practice a week for athletes to work
on “what they think they need most to improve their game” — not their
favorite skills or their worst techniques, but rather what skill that they
judge to be the one they could improve the fastest in the shortest period
of time or what would make the biggest improvement in their competi-
tive performance. If their judgments do not initially match yours as the
coach, encourage them to think more critically but do not become criti-
cal of their judgments. Your job is to improve their judgment so they be-
come actively involved in their own improvement.

Open Skills, Closed Skills

s YOUR TURN
—

FIGURE 2.2

Pitching (a closed skill)
vs. Hitting (an open
skill). The pitcher
determines the type
of pitch while the
batter must react to
what is thrown.

Open skills are variable; closed skills are fixed. A wrestler
performs open skills. He must respond to the ever changing
and often unpredictable moves of his opponent. A diver
performs a closed skill. She is attempting to perform a skill
that is virtually identical each time it is performed. Most actual
sports skills have both components, some elements fixed,
some open. The diver performs on different diving boards
with different degrees of spring in different pools with
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different lighting. The wrestler’s lunge for his opponent’s leg
for a take-down has to attain the same biomechanical leverage
in order to drive the opponent to the mat.

Which skills in your sport are open and require more
individual decision making? Which are closed? (Figure 2.2)
How would you encourage your athletes to develop their
judgment in those skills?

A powerful technique for teaching young athletes to think is called
Iia.r_i_l_i.tanxf;Q_].man.nj_ng_bne form of facilitative questioning is: “Ask,
Suggest, Tell.” You pose an open-ended question followed by increas-
ingly directive prompts to athletes who initially may be too young, too
immature, or too inexperienced to respond appropriately.

Example: Teaching decision making for defending in soccer

Ask - “Where’s the best position to guard your man?”
If no answer or weak answers, shift to provide a simple choice
between two or three options.

Suggest - “Should you mark him goal side or away from the goal?”
If the athlete still shows a lack of understanding and judgment
or is too shy to respond, shift to the traditional command style
of coaching using explicit directions.

Tell — “Mark your man goal side.”

This simple technique provides athletes with real opportunities to
think and make decisions, yet still provides the coach with control over
the teaching situation. Asking a question promotes thinking, but when
inappropriate or ineffective answers are given, the coach can shift from
“ask” to “suggest” to “tell.”

PAYING ATTENTION

A truism when working with young athletes is that they are often very
distractible and have difficulty, at least initially, paying attention. Ef-
fective coaches give instruction that is light on verbal instruction and
heavy with demonstrations and participation. If an athlete rarely looks
at you and often gives the impression that he doesn’t care, avoid inef-
fective statements such as “Can’t you ever pay attention?” or “Don’t you
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FIGURE 2.3
Positive coaching is
more than smiling
vs. scowling.
Positive coaching
is closely tied to
teaching what to
do and providing
opportunities for
success.
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care?” The first is an overstatement, while the second questions motives,
often difficult to correctly identify. Instead, be direct and say:

“When you don’t look at me, I don’t know if you're listening.”

“When you make eye contact with me, I know you're listening
and I'll continue to coach you.”

Positive Coaching vs. Negative Coaching

What factors distinguish positive from negative coaching? The distinc-
tions are far more complex than simply being nice or nasty (Figure 2.3).

Positive coaching increases motivation and inspires athletes to im-
prove their skills and their teamwork—and by doing so, to develop self-
control and mastery. Positive coaching includes effective communica-
tion, an understanding of the proper use of rewards and punishments,
setting clear, realistic, yet demanding standards, and efficient strategies
for error corrections. Some very “nice” coaches who lack these skills can
be quite negative.

Negative coaching decreases motivation and erodes the coach-
athlete relationship. At first glance, the phrase “negative coaching”
may elicit the image of a coach yelling at athletes and making them
run laps. Negative coaching is far more than that. Raising one’s voice
and requiring demanding conditioning drills are not, by themselves,
negative. In fact, they may very well be essential to positive coach-
ing. Coaching a soccer player 80 yards away across the field to “Mark
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your man!” requires more than a whisper to be heard. It can be positive if
it provides instruction about what to do and if marking the opponent is
within the young athlete’s ability level. Instruction in a soft voice that
sarcastically asks athletes to perform skills beyond their current ability
levels is far more negative than yelling. Negative coaching literally ex-
pends the athletes’ energy and motivation ineffectively as it steals the
joy of participation.

HOW TO AVOID NEGATIVE COACHING
So what can you do to avoid negative coaching and coach positively?
¢ Avoid Teaching “Learned Helplessness”

Asking athletes to perform skills beyond their ability or outside
their ability to control is negative because such instruction leads to
learned helplessness. Learned helplessness refers to situations in which
athletes have learned that their efforts to improve a skill make no differ-
ence. They have tried over and over again without success. Eventually
they come to believe that they cannot, in fact, succeed. As a result, they
exert less effort and less perseverance. Their reduced effort lowers the
probability of success, and the lack of success further reduces their effort.
This negative cycle produces an athlete who believes he or she cannot
succeed. Such a negative, self-fulfilling prophecy may develop when an
athlete with great potential is progressing too rapidly and is actually at-
tempting a skill for which he or she is not yet ready. The athlete may be
quite capable of learning that skill when older, more mature, or more
experienced, but the attempts to master the skill before having the pre-
requisite skills leads to the perception that additional efforts are futile.

A young quarterback on a youth sport football team is asked to
select the sequence of plays during a competition. Such a task is beyond
his current ability level. Later in high school or college, when he has
mastered the basic football skills, has the cognitive maturity to remem-
ber multiple plays, and can recognize the many variables that determine
the best options, that young quarterback might easily become an excel-
lent play caller. However, because of his early failure and frustration,
he comes to believe that he is just not very good at calling plays. A ten-
tative approach to calling the plays results in poor play selection and
self-doubt, which, in turn, may interfere with his actual performance in
carrying out a given play.
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FIGURE 2.4
One definition

of patience is the

willingness to

prepare your lesson

plan sufficiently
to enable every

athlete, regardless
of skill level, the

opportunity to
improve!
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Coaches who work with special populations, such as Special Olym-
pians, may find that the typical breakdown of skills is not sufficient to
allow a slower learner to progress at a noticeable rate. Continued practice
of skills that are not being mastered leads to learned helplessness and
reduced effort. The belief that the coach should simply “be patient” does
little to promote a feeling of success on behalf of either the athlete or the
coach. Re-analyzing the skill and the capacity of the athlete may develop
skill progressions in which significant daily progress can be achieved,
thus, combating the learned helplessness syndrome. It is also a sign of
“patience” that the coach spends the necessary time analyzing skills and
designing the workout to allow recognizable progress rather than simply
accepting the belief that skill progressions with Special Olympians “take
a long, long time.”” (Figure 2.4)

¢ Avoid Blaming Slow Learning on a Lack of Motivation

**Many thanks to Marc Edenzon, Chief of Global Programs, Special Olympics Inc., for
pointing out to me that “patience” is not simply accepting no change or slow progress,
but rather it is a willingness to take the time to plan sufficiently so that every athlete
can experience significant success.
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Motivation is a convenient fiction. You can’t see it, hear it, touch
it, or directly manipulate it. This extremely important concept is actu-
ally an abstraction that represents the many factors that energize, direct,
sustain, and influence the quality of an athlete’s behavior. Because of its
abstractness, motivation may be an easy scapegoat to blame when both
the coach and the athlete are frustrated by a lack of progress or by disci-
plinary problems.

Very few athletes, if any, lack motivation. They may be motivated
to do things other than what the coach wishes but they are rarely un-
motivated. Often the very behavior that appears unmotivated is a highly
motivated attempt to protect their self-esteem. A youngster who lacks
the confidence that he or she can succeed may very well respond by
clowning around, by avoiding adequate preparation, or by derogating
teammates who are working toward success.

The learned helplessness discussed in the previous section appears
to be low motivation when, in fact, the athlete is highly motivated. The
desire to learn is overwhelmed by the realization that “no progress has
been made over a long period of time” implying that the task is be-
yond the ability of the athlete. The reduced effort, often accompanied
by depressed moods, gives the appearance that the athlete is not trying.
Equating this lack of overt effort with a lack of motivation ignores the
fact that the depression and lack of effort develop directly from the ath-
lete’s strong desire to learn the “impossible” skill.

Motivation is the result of a large number of factors — factors that
are often in conflict with each other. “I want to learn, but I'm afraid.” “I
want to be attentive, but I don’t want to be made fun of as the ‘coach’s
favorite’ by my teammates.” “I want to get better, but I don’t understand
how this drill makes any difference -- and it hurts!” Instead of assuming
the absence of motivation, coaches may be more effective at energizing
their athletes by looking for demotivators and helping their young ath-
lete with solutions to combat those demotivating factors. For example,
an athlete who fears falling and being hurt can be taught specific falling
techniques to minimize risk and to enhance safety should a fall occur.
The coach who has an athlete who is concerned about “fitting in” with
his or her buddies might avoid singling that athlete out for public praise
or demonstrations.

Finally, a lack of progress can be due to many non-motivational
factors: a lack of flexibility, strength, conditioning; a lack of prerequi-
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site skills; biomechanical errors; failure to understand instructions; ig-
norance of the importance of drills to competitive success. Motivational
concerns are often assumed to be the problem long before these others
factors have been considered and ruled out. It is easy to blame simply
because it is so abstract. In fact, motivation should be the last of the
potential factors to which a lack of progress is attributed.

e Avoid the Misuse of Praise

Excessive praise for non-accomplishments can actually undermine
self-confidence. As children reach the maturity level necessary to begin
thinking like adults (between 7 and 12 years of age), they begin to rec-
ognize that teachers and coaches often “are nice” to the less talented
children both in school and on the playing field. After working with
the klutzy kid who has had trouble mastering a skill, the coach may
finish with a gratuitous compliment such as, “Good enough. Now let’s
move on.” With a child who is more talented, the coach may very well
say something about the non-progress: “Focus and pay attention. You
can do better.” The expectation is that the klutz can do no better while
the more talented athlete is chastised for not making sufficient progress.
Young athletes see this differential application of praise and recognize
how the less talented athlete is treated differently with praise for non-
accomplishments. They recognize that praise for non-accomplishments
often indicates that the teacher/coach believes that the athlete can do
no better. Therefore, they often judge the recipients of undeserved praise
(both themselves and others) as less competent, especially if that unde-
served praise is meted out to individuals on a regular basis.

This example is not to say that positive encouragement of less tal-
ented athletes is unwarranted. Just the opposite. However, the encour-
agement should be for accomplishments, no matter how basic. A good
effort, even if unsuccessful, can be praised specifically for the effort itself
while still acknowledging the lack of success. “Good effort. We need to
work on that skill more to improve, but that was a strong effort. Let’s
move on.” The athlete knows from the comment that the coach recog-
nizes the athlete’s lack of success but was still impressed with the ath-
lete’s effort. Effort might be the only aspect of the task under a low-
skilled athlete’s ability to control. Further efforts by the athlete might
be better directed by the coach to prerequisites of the task — e.g., getting
stronger, more flexibility, earlier preparation.
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¢ Avoid Rigid Authoritarianism

The legitimate use of authority is not the same as being an authori-
tarian. There is an important distinction being an authority who is in
charge and who effectively uses an autocratic decision making style as
opposed to being an authoritarian who uses an inflexible, rigid approach
to coaching. Athletes often look to coaches to be decisive and to provide
clear, unambiguous directions. They want decisiveness and predictabil-
ity but not rigidity in their coach.

e Avoid Sarcasm

Sarcasm is a lazy way of making corrections. Its embedded humor
is lost on the very young and for those athletes old enough and mature
enough to sense its meaning, sarcasm is more likely to foster resentment
than a redoubling of effort to succeed. It serves as a put-down to athletes
who are struggling to master the skills that they legitimately expect the
coach to teach. Avoid asking unanswerable questions such as “Why did
you make that mistake?” or “How many times have I told you to . . .?”

Positive Coaching

So what are the skills and attributes of positive coaches? Positive coach-
es display empathy. They use rewards and punishments effectively and
fairly. They are strict and demanding without being harsh and punitive.
They are consistent but not unyielding with their rules and discipline.
These coaching strategies are discussed in detail as part of the positive
discipline techniques covered in Chapter 4. They are just as important
for positive coaching as the following concepts which deal with the use
of reinforcements and praise.

UNDERSTANDING REWARDS AND REINFORCEMENT

Positive coaches understand that rewards can be made contingent upon
different types of behaviors. Specifically, rewards can be categorized in
a progression:?

e participation rewards: rewards for simply getting involved; for
being there; for taking part.

e effort rewards: rewards for trying hard, for hustling, for doing
one’s best.
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e mastery rewards: rewards for learning the skills, for improving
one’s performance, for an accomplishment.

e competition rewards: rewards for being the best, for performing
better than others, for winning.

Rewards for participation are appropriate for very young, very shy,
or very uncertain children who have had little or no expertise in the
sport. Rewards that are symbolic of special group membership are very ef-
fective when the group or sport carries a substantial amount of prestige or
value to the young athlete. Belonging to a sports team, for example, can
provide a strong sense of identity to many youngsters. Rewards that signi-
fy that “I belong” or “I'm part of a special group” can be quite satisfying.

Rewards can also be given for effort. Such rewards are very appro-
priate for children below the age of 10 for whom “trying hard” is equiva-
lent to “being good.” Rewards for effort have less effect upon older chil-
dren unless that effort is coupled with success. Rewards for effort when
the outcome is failure can be quite demotivating for older children.

With older children, rewards for performing well are quite motivat-
ing because they reflect mastery such as the learning of new skills or
accomplishing a meaningful task. Such awards are particularly valuable
because they can be earned regardless of how well others do. Further-
more, the coach can set the criteria for mastery based upon the ability,
age, and experience of the young athlete.

Finally, rewards can be given based upon competition. Making the
All Star Team or being selected as the most valuable player tends to be
motivating for highly successful athletes who believe that such rewards
are within their capacity to achieve. Such rewards, by their very nature,
are available only to a select few and as a result tend to have motivational
value only to those athletes who believe they have a realistic chance for
such awards.

As a general rule, coaches should gradually shift their emphasis
from (1) participation to (2) effort to (3) mastery to (4) competition as
the athlete becomes more skilled, more mature, more self-confident,
more aware, and more experienced. These categories are not mutually
exclusive nor should the emphasis be all-or-none. Even a mature, skilled,
experienced athlete should be rewarded for effort and participating, but
some praise can also be withheld until performance reflects mastery
(successful completion of a skill) or a competitive achievement (ranking
in a competition).
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Coaches who confuse positive reinforcement with the indiscrim-
inate use of praise are often frustrated that little progress is made in
skill learning. An athlete who can earn sufficient praise simply by being
there (participatory rewards) may not exert the energy necessary (effort
rewards) to learn the skill (mastery rewards) to rank high among his op-
ponents (competitive rewards). His behavior may very well be arrested at
a point far below his capabilities simply because the coach, in an effort to
be positive, is giving rewards for behaviors that require little or no effort
on the part of the athlete.

Often athletes must work on a difficult skill or technique without
seeing immediate improvement. As a coach, avoid saying “Good,” or
“O.K.” for progress when you have not seen an improvement. Praising
learning when none has occurred is not positive reinforcement. Phras-
es that reflect an understanding of the athlete’s efforts despite a lack of
progress might be: “Way to hustle! That still needs work. We’'ll come back
to that tomorrow. Let’s go on for now.”

Positive motivational programs do not eliminate the use of all pun-
ishments. In fact, rewards and punishments are intimately related and
are merely different sides to the same coin. See the section in Chapter 4
(Positive Discipline), under the topic of Reward-Punishment Connection.

What Gets Rewarded Gets Done

The behaviors that you acknowledge and praise are likely to be those
behaviors that the athletes focus on. For example, after a new skill has
been learned, if you want the athlete to perform it consistently, then you
praise consistency, even when the skill is not always performed at a max-
imal performance levels. If you wish to teach young batters in baseball
to avoid taking called third strikes, then praise the athlete’s swing even
if a strikeout is recorded or she hits into a double play. If you want your
young soccer players to increase the number of shots on goal, then praise
the shots whether a goal is scored or not or whether the shot is near the
goal post (desirable) or straight at the goalie’s chest (undesirable).

UNDERSTANDING THE EFFECTIVE USE OF PRAISE

Praise is an important tool for good coaching and the backbone of any
successful motivational program. By itself, however, praise is not posi-
tive coaching and can, under certain circumstances, actually undermine
learning and enjoyment of the activity.
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Specific vs. General Praise

Praise is a form of feedback. Generalized praise such as “good job” is a
common style of feedback from low-skilled coaches. Such praise lacks a
reference to specific behaviors that you want the athlete to learn. Expert
teachers are more likely to provide specific, credible and directive feed-
back “geared to the students’ motivation and ability level.” Such specific
praise tells the athlete what he or she did to earn the praise. Therefore,
the athlete can duplicate those behaviors that earned the praise. Here are
some examples of general vs. specific praise:

e “Nice job” vs. “Excellent, that’s the way to get your glove down
with the thumb out and hand over the glove to protect yourself
from the ball.”

e “Wonderful” vs. “Super, you anticipated well and were in the right
position to field the ball.”

e “You're doing great” vs. “Good. That’s the way to follow through
as you shoot the basketball.”

Praise in Public; Criticize in Private

While public shame can quickly change behavior, it also has numer-
ous negative side effects such as resentment, fear of taking chances,
and teammates rallying against the coach to defend a teammate. Public
praise that is deserved helps establish a positive team climate where ath-
letes work for acknowledgment rather than shy away from potentially
negative recognition from the coach (Figure 2.5).

FIGURE 2.5 Important
information contained in a
criticism by the coach given
privately compared to publicly
is less likely to be undermined
by the athlete’s concern for
“How'd | look to others?”
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Developing Respect and Rapport with Your Athletes

Predictability is an essential step in the development of a trusting at-
mosphere. When the athlete perceives that good things (rewards) con-
sistently happen as a result of their efforts, trust develops. The rapport
and respect a coach develops with his or her athletes is a direct result of
the consistency the coach uses with the athlete. Coaches often believe
mistakenly that they must first develop a rapport with the athlete and
then begin teaching. In fact, those coaches who begin with consistent
teaching and predictable reinforcement contingencies quickly develop
the rapport that makes their teaching even more effective.

Coaching Abstract Behaviors

The behavior you wish to teach or modify (the target behavior) must
be defined in observable, measurable terms. Performing a fixed number
of skill attempts or regular attendance patterns are easily defined types
of behaviors. Measuring them is clear-cut. Defining concepts such as
“trying your best,” “intensity,” or “sticking to it” is much more difficult.
Ambiguous, but important, concepts must be clarified to athletes and
coaches by listing specific types of behaviors that illustrate the concept.

Give very explicit and specific instructions: Do not assume that
your athletes have the same perceptions initially as you do. A coach who
continually asks athletes to “hustle” or “work harder” may sound spe-
cific, but many athletes may already feel as if they working intensely. On
the other hand, saying “Do S sets of these exercises in the next 15 min-
utes,” gives both the athlete and the coach a very clear idea of what is to
be done in what time period and a very clear idea of whether the task was
completed. Rather than saying, “You must try harder,” the coach should
state minimal acceptable standards, for instance, “You must complete
two routines before you can rest,” or “You must complete all the speci-
fied warm-up exercises before the game begins.”

Relevance of Practice Requirements

Coaches should regularly point out the purpose of a specific exercise or
drill. Drills, especially, in the early stages of skill development, are often
only a small portion of the skill ultimately being taught. The more re-
moved a drill is from a competitive use, the more important it is for ath-
letes to learn the drill’s relevance. What may seem obvious to the coach,
may appear quite irrelevant for a young, inexperienced athlete.
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From Chalkboard to Playing Field

WHAT IS THE BEST COACHING STYLE?

Coaching styles range from the classic authoritarian “drill sergeant”
style to a hands-off approach described as laissez-faire. Which style
is best depends upon a number of factors including the coach'’s
personality, why the athletes have chosen to participate, the maturity
of the athletes, and the specific task to be taught. Let's examine
three of the most commonly recognized styles — but clearly not all
possible styles.

AUTHORITARIAN STYLE

The classic “drill sergeant” style is often referred to as command
style. The coach dictates and the athletes respond. Athletes normally
look to their coaches for direction and decision making. Athletes

in interactive team sports such as volleyball, basketball and soccer
actually prefer coaches who use an autocratic style where most
decisions are made independently by the coach.”

Strengths. This style is most useful when information must

be transmitted to the athletes in a short amount of time; for
example, when calling a play in basketball in the last few seconds
of a close game. It is also preferred when dealing with safety
issues or when an athlete is disrupting the lesson plan. When a
young athlete is doing something dangerous to himself or others,
a command to stop is required as opposed to a discussion of why
safety is important! If the lesson is disrupted by unruly behavior
or clowning around, the coach has a responsibility to demand
that such behavior stop immediately for the benefit of the other
athletes who are paying attention and wish to learn. It also is
necessary when the coach must decide who plays a particular
role on the team (say, starting pitcher in baseball) when multiple
players aspire to the same role or position. Coaches often use
this style with very young or immature athletes, at least initially,
until the athletes have been taught sufficient skills and strategies
to begin participating in the decision making process.

Weaknesses. The authoritarian style takes control away from the
players and provides little opportunity for decision making. In
the long run and particularly with older, more mature athletes, a
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controlling attitude on the part of the coach can undermine long-
term motivation resulting in athletes leaving the sport, particularly
in recreational sport programs where participation is optional.

LAISSEZ-FAIRE STYLE

This style basically permits the athletes to do whatever they wish and
has been labeled “baby sitting.” Volunteer coaches lacking technical
knowledge often resort to this technique as do beginner coaches
who wish to avoid the drill-sergeant reputation in youth sports.

Strengths. This style permits the athletes to feel as if they
have control over their involvement and is used by experienced
coaches when they want their athletes to experience the
consequences of specific decisions — sometimes positive
consequences, sometimes negative. Used correctly, it can help
coaches teach the athletes to be decision makers.

Weaknesses. With immature and/or inexperienced athletes, this
style can lead to chaos and may be unsafe. Athletes who do not
know or appreciate the consequences of certain behaviors may
make choices that increase the risk of injury.

COOPERATIVE STYLE

With this style, both athletes and coaches participate in the decision
making process.

Strengths. Participants tend to have a greater understanding
of the reasoning behind certain decisions (why we work on our
weaker skills in practice rather than practice our favorite moves),
and they tend to be more committed to achieving the mutually
determined goals.

Weaknesses. This style takes time to arrive at decisions when
all participants’ concerns are taken into consideration. It can also
lead to conflict if conflicting goals are held by teammates (for
example, “Who gets to start?”).

Effective coaches select different styles to accomplish different
goals. As you can see from the brief outline above, there does not
appear to a "best” style. Choose the style that is most appropriate for
your objectives. In effect, the different coaching styles are like a tool
kit. Effective coaches choose the tool that is best for the task at hand.
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Showing a young gymnast the relevance of a split for staying on
the beam during a side aerial or showing a shortstop in baseball the
importance of an agility drill for pivoting and throwing during a double
play takes only a few seconds but may dramatically increase the athlete’s
commitment to improvement.

STRATEGIES FOR ERROR CORRECTION

Recognizing errors is an essential first step in correcting errors but it is not
the same as coaching young athletes to improve. Teaching young athletes
how they should correct errors and providing them with age-appropriate
opportunities to improve are both essential parts of positive coaching.

Coach “"What to Do"” vs. “"What Not to Do”

An occupational hazard of coaching is the emphasis on recognizing er-
rors and mistakes. Good coaches learn quickly that simply telling an
athlete how to perform the idealized correct technique is not sufficient
to improve the athlete’s skills. They must be able to identity what specific
errors are preventing the athlete from performing successfully and give
the athlete a strategy for making corrections. Saying “Don’t bend your
knees,” to a diver or “Don’t overthrow your receivers,” to a quarterback
tells the athlete what they have done wrong but does not provide them
with information on how to correct their errors. On the other hand, say-
ing “Tighten your thigh muscles,” or “Throw the ball chest high while
leading the receiver,” tells the athlete what to do.

Age-Appropriate Communication About Errors

Correcting errors can be intertwined with praise and support in differ-
ent ways for athletes at different stages of maturity. With the very young,
success can be defined so broadly that no child fails. With elementary
and middle school age children, criticism can be sandwiched between
statements of praise and encouragement. With teens and adults, criti-
cisms can be quite direct but be followed by statements of support.

For very young children from pre-school to 2nd grade: Use a Move-
ment Education Approach.’ Tasks or instructions are designed so that
virtually all the youngsters can accomplish the assignment successfully
(e.g., “How many sides of your foot can you use to dribble the soccer
ball?”). Whether the child gives only one answer or many, the task can
be successtully performed and thus becomes praiseworthy. With this
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method, no one fails. This approach is rarely appropriate in older chil-
dren who would quickly note the differences in performance between
children of differing abilities.

For late elementary school and middle school: Use a Sandwich Ap-
proach.® Criticism and/or technical instruction is sandwiched between
two positive statements. For example, note a praiseworthy behavior, such
as effort. “Good effort!” Then inject the technical criticism, coaching
“what to do” as opposed to “what not to do.” “Next time, follow the ball
all the way into your hands to make the catch.” Follow the technical cor-
rection immediately with a future oriented statement of support. “Try
again. I know you can do it.” Thus, the technique is a “+, —, +” sequence.
While this technique can be used with any age, skill, or maturity level,™
with more sophisticated athletes a steady diet of sandwiches results in
the initial positive statement becoming a cue for the ensuing technical
instruction and/or a criticism. Older athletes then begin to discount the
initial praise as they anticipate the correction.

For older athletes (late middle school and high school): Use Sup-
portive Truths. Athletes who are capable of adult-like judgments prefer
coaches who get right to the point. Point out the error and then provide
a future oriented statement of support. “You are reacting late to the bat-
ted ball. Stay on the balls of your feet and anticipate a hit when the batter
swings the bat.” This technique is most appropriate with athletes who
already know they’ve made a mistake but may not be aware of how to
correct it.

Strict and Demanding vs. Harsh and
Punitive Coaching

There is a dramatic difference between a coaching style which is strict
and demanding and a style which is harsh and punitive. One critical
skill which permits coaches to be strict without being harsh is called a
contingency, or more informally, an “if ..., then ...” relationship. Coach-
es who say to the athletes, “If you hustle and finish the drills, then we
can scrimmage” are using a contingency. The behavior desired by the
athletes (scrimmaging) is made contingent upon first exhibiting a less

***John Wooden, who won an unprecedented ten NCAA Division I basketball
championships in a row, used this technique regularly with collegiate athletes.
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frequent behavior desired by the coach (hustling on the drills). A second
skill is setting appropriate standards as part of the contingency. Stan-
dards are the criteria set forth in the contingency statement. Standards
can be set as either the quality or quantity of a skill. An example of quan-
tity might be to attempt 5 foul shots in basketball regardless of whether
or not each shot is successful before we can move to the next drill. Quali-
ty might be setting the standard at 5 “makes” in a row before moving on.

SETTING POSITIVE CONTINGENCIES

What do contingencies and standards have to do with strict vs. harsh
coaching? Strictness is adhering to the standards and contingencies
while harshness is determined by whether the contingency is presented
as an opportunity or a punishment. For example, the coach can say in a
supportive fashion, “If you make five in a row, we can scrimmage!” (the
opportunity). Conversely he can say in a negative tone, “If you don't
make five in a row, we won't scrimmage.” (the punishment). In both
statements, the contingency is the same. The first is set as a challenge;
the second threatens a sanction. Which coach would you prefer to play
tor? The coach who continually offers opportunities — or the coach who
is continually threatening a punishment? It is more than a word game.
It is how the coach sets the attitudes within the practice. Adhering to
the contingencies is strictness (“Your 4 of 5 makes just missed! Com’on.
Let’s try again! You can do it!”). Saying “You missed, therefore, you can’t
scrimmage” is punitive.

SET POSITIVE STANDARDS

Do not lower standards to reward “near misses.” If your standards have
been set appropriately based upon the skill level and maturity of the ath-
lete, the athletes are not helped by being rewarded for less than what the
standard demands. Inconsistent applications of a standard will confuse
athletes about what specific behaviors earn the rewards.

This is not to say that standards which are not working because
they were set too high should not be reexamined. When a contingency'’s
standard is not working, it must be modified; but once modified, the
standard should be applied consistently and fairly to all athletes in the
program. Flexibility can be built into a standard. For example, the bas-
ketball player can be told the standard is either make 5 free throws in a
row or make 4 of 5 two times in a row.
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BE CONSISTENT

Consistency not only increases the likelihood that a contingency stan-
dard will appear fair in the eyes of the athletes, but also consistency
develops the appearance of “inevitability.” When athletes perceive a con-
tingency standard as inevitable, they are more likely to focus their efforts
on meeting that contingency rather than circumventing it. Athletes who
believe they must successfully complete a skill or coaching directive in
order to obtain a reward are more likely to concentrate on completing
that task rather than imploring the coach for the reward merely because
they have “tried hard.” The strict adherence to a high but realistic stan-
dard is likely to be seen as demanding but not harsh or punitive. Harsh-
ness is related to the perception of being punished if the contingency is
not met. Strictness is related to perceiving that the contingencies must
and can be met.

One important point should be made about consistency. Consis-
tency is not an unyielding application of the same contingency or style
to every athlete in every situation. Consistency is applying the same
standards and coaching style to similar situations regardless of whether
that application is convenient or not. If athletes are at different maturity
levels, different types of rewards may be necessary. Younger athletes may
need more reinforcement for participation and effort as opposed to older
athletes who might benefit more from praise for mastery and competi-
tive accomplishments. As an individual athlete matures, the contingen-
cies the coach provides him should shift from participation and effort to
mastery and competitive success.

Elements of Effective Practices

Good planning and good execution are fundamental to running an ef-
fective practice. Even a plan written on the back of an envelope as you
commute home from work is better than walking into practice cold, tell-
ing your young charges to take a few laps for warm-ups, and then trying
to figure out what you will do in practice that evening.

SHARP STARTS

Warm-ups can serve not only to warm up the athletes’ bodies but also to
serve as the clear and unambiguous start of the practice. As your athletes
rotate from one phase of the practice to another, the first minute of each

Return to TOC

43



44

Return to TOC

Chapter 2

phase is by far the most important time period. Sharp starts with brief,
clear instructions outlining what you want your athletes to do during
this phase of the practice dramatically increase the efficiency of your
workouts. Do not use this first minute to speak with an individual ath-
lete, discuss issues with an assistant coach, or simply take a deep breath
and relax. Any task that intrudes in the first few moments of each suc-
cessive phase of the workout will result in many, if not most, of your
athletes waiting to begin or beginning haphazardly without your leader-
ship. This is especially true with young, inexperienced athletes.

OLD SKILLS, NEW SKILLS

A regular cycle of reviewing previously taught skills followed by the intro-
duction of new skills permits the necessary repetition to master the previ-
ously taught skills while providing athletes with new skills, a procedure
that promotes both enhanced motivation and systematic progress.

MODIFIED GAMES

Modified games are more complex than basic drills, providing the ath-
letes with more variation and more opportunities to make game-like
choices (e.g., passing the ball to the open man rather than the guarded
teammate). They also often allow you to use scoring criteria, which teach
athletes to focus on important parts of the skills (e.g., bonus points for
scoring a goal in soccer within a yard of the goal post instead of shoot-
ing directly toward the center of the goal where the goalie could easily
block the goal).

SCRIMMAGES

Scrimmages simulate “real games” but permit you to stop the action pe-
riodically to reinforce a learning point. For example, after a fast break
has occurred, you can stop the game, have players rethink the choices
they made and explore alternative choices, and reinforce good choices.
The players can then run through the situation again applying some of
the alternatives. Scrimmages allow coaches to capitalize on “teachable
moments” that arise during the flow of a game but normally would fade
into the next phase of the game.

CONDITIONING

As young athletes reach the ages where conditioning is appropriate, you
can integrate skill learning and conditioning. Teaching dribbling tech-
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FIGURE 2.6 What
did we accomplish?
What was incomplete?
What should we do
next? All are impor-
tant post-practice
questions.

niques with the ball can be combined with having your athletes run laps
for endurance in sports such as basketball or soccer. Use age-appropriate
training. (See Chapter 13 on training and conditioning techniques.)

POST-PRACTICE EVALUATION

A brief assessment of the effectiveness of each practice can help determine
what should be done in the next practice, what was unsuccessful and
perhaps should be eliminated, and what should be adjusted for the next
practice. Even a brief assessment can prevent a succession of ineffective
practices and coordinate systematic progressions from practice to prac-
tice (Figure 2.6).

Coaching Fundamental Sports Skills

While specific coaching techniques usually depend upon the specific
sport and the competitive level of your athletes, a number of general
principles can guide your approach to coaching basic sport skills.

e Progress from the Simple to the Complex. Plan your practices to
move from single skill drills to drills involving a sequence of skills,
to modified games to controlled scrimmages to full game play.

e Effective Demonstrations. Orient your athletes away from
potential distractions to keep them focused on the demonstration.
For example, if other teams are practicing on a nearby field, hold
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FIGURE 2.7
Without the focused
attention of these
young athletes, the
instructions from
this coach would

be less effective.
Focused attention

is a skill that can be
taught.
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your demonstration so that your athletes have their backs to

the interesting scrimmage on the next field. Make certain every
athlete is in a position to see clearly. Combine verbal descriptions
with visual demonstrations and ultimately physical participation
to maximize learning (Figure 2.7).

e Name the “Critical Elements.” Identify and teach the “critical

elements” of each skill. Critical elements direct athletes to what
aspect of the skill should receive most of their attention (Figure
2.8). These critical elements can also serve as reminders or cues to
athletes when they get ready to perform. (“Remember to stay on
the balls of your feet,” or “Watch his mid-section on defense, not
his eyes”).

Be Brief. Brevity that is effective usually requires prior
preparation. Brief presentations help ensure that you do not
cover too much information, nor overload athletes with detailed
instructions. Multiple brief presentations are usually more
effective with young athletes than long, drawn out descriptions,
explanations and justifications.

Check for Understanding BEFORE Starting. Verify that your
athletes understand your instructions before athletes move to
their different drill stations to save time, avoid confusion, and
minimize the possibility of injury resulting from misunderstood
instructions. Asking your athletes to identify the critical elements
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FIGURE 2.8

Can this young
player identify
precisely what the
coach is teaching?
Ask the young
athlete to identify
that critical element
before beginning
the drill!

you just taught is an excellent way to check for understanding.
Asking “Does everyone understand?” is likely to get a “Yes” answer
from young athletes regardless of their level of understanding.

e Maximize Participation. Young athletes learn by doing.
Too much verbal instruction is confusing, de-motivating and
ineffective at improving performance. Standing in line awaiting a
turn should occur only when athletes need a rest between vigorous
bouts of activity, not because there is only one ball for 15 players.

SPOTLIGHT ON YOUTH SPORTS
Coaching “Tidbits”

When You, as the Coach, Make a Mistake. Acknowledge your error
briefly and then move on. Athletes respect and admire coaches not

because the coaches are perfect but because they are problem solvers.

Coaching During Practice vs. Coaching During Games. Practice
is the place to introduce new concepts, strategies, and techniques.
During the actual competition expert coaches rarely try new
strategies regardless of the score of the game. Introducing new
concepts during competition is likely to create confusion. Coaches
who effectively change strategy during half-times are able to do
so because they have had their athletes rehearse those changes in
practice. Switching from man-to-man defense to a zone because
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the opponents are effectively beating the man-to-man defense is
possible when both defenses have been practiced and are well within
the skill levels of the athletes on the team.

Be Aware of What Is Really Happening. The athletes’ behavior
and the coaching environment must be monitored consistently. The
coach must know what is happening! While the coach does not need
to watch every movement of every athlete in practice, there must be
a systematic plan by which the coach maintains awareness of how
the athletes are doing. Expert coaches are typically more aware
than less experienced coaches. They see details or information that
others miss. This awareness permits them to better anticipate likely
outcomes and, thus, to develop better contingency plans.®?
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ome athletes compete well; others do not. Some teams consistently
Sperform well under pressure; others have difficulty. What
distinguishes those who do well under pressure from those who do
not? A descriptive answer is mental toughness. The coach’s questions
are: “Can mental toughness be developed?” and if so, “How?"” Mental
toughness can be developed using sound training principles and
proper progressions. Just as all athletes benefit from strength training
even though some athletes are initially stronger and though strength
differences still exist after training, all athletes can also benefit from
programs to develop tough-mindedness.

In this chapter, we will examine how coaches can enhance mental
toughness and self-confidence, with specific strategies for fostering peak
performance before, during, and after competitions.

Mental Toughness and Self-Confidence

Mental toughness is not simply winning, nor is it a disregard for one’s
safety and the safety of others. It is not talent nor is it an unthinking
commitment to pleasing the coach or others. Mental toughness is play-
ing your best regardless of the circumstances: Whether you are ahead
or behind, whether you feel well or not, whether the refs’ calls are in
your favor or not, whether your opponents are better, equal, or worse,
whether you are at home or away, whether the fans are rooting for you
or against you, whether you just previously made a great play or an error.
Under all these circumstances, if you play your best with appropriate ef-
fort, you are tough-minded. Playing your best is not merely trying hard.
It is staying focused, playing smart, rising to the occasion, and mak-
ing good choices. Winning is a by-product of, not a measure of, men-
tal toughness. Winning happens when your performance is better than
your opponents on the day of the competition.

Definitions and Prerequisites

The most obvious characteristic of self-confident competitors is their
strong belief that they can be successful. This belief is based upon more
than a history of past successes. While one’s level of self-confidence is
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strongly influenced by past successes and failures, it becomes more inde-
pendent of the past to the extent that it is based upon the belief that “I
control the factors that permit me to improve. Yes, I lost today, but
wait until next week. I will be better!” Coaches cannot control an ath-
lete’s self-confidence directly, but they can influence their athletes’ expe-
riences with improving skills, especially in practice. The coach’s choice
of progressions, the matching of athletes against comparably skilled op-
ponents, and defining success as “making the changes the coach has
been teaching” are all examples of how coaches can arrange for situa-
tions in which the athlete’s efforts lead to improvement. In competition,
the coach has less control but can still enhance the athlete’s likelihood
of progressing by ensuring that the athlete is prepared with the neces-
sary skills and by setting performance goals that are independent of win-
ning and losing (e.g., reducing the number of fouls a player makes in a
basketball game or decreasing called third strikes in softball).

Two types of self-confidence' are related to mental toughness:

Trait self-confidence is my general perception of how much I con-
trol my life. Trait self-confidence is relatively stable and cuts across most
areas of a person’s life. Athletes high in trait self-confidence consistently
distinguish between their performance vs. the outcome of the competi-
tion; for example, “I played well even though I lost”; or “I mis-hit the
ball even though I scored.” An athlete low in trait self-confidence might
perceive that “I am doing well because I am beating the others.” This
athlete’s self-confidence is likely to be shaken if his ranking falls because
he graduates to an older age group or moves from the Jr. Varsity to the
Varsity. Those high in trait self-confidence typically see errors as a form
of information rather than a negative evaluation (i.e., “I'm over swing-
ing” vs. “I'm a bad player”).

Situational self-confidence relates to the perception of how much
control I have in a particular situation. While I may be quite confident
on the ski slope where I have grown up, I am quite nervous about deep
water since I have never learned to swim. This type of confidence is often
directly related to the amount of preparation for a specific task rather
than a judgment about one’s general ability. Coaches can enhance their
athletes’ situational self-confidence and, thus, the likelihood of compet-
ing well (Figure 3.1).
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FIGURE 3.1
Situational self-
confidence is one
aspect of mental
toughness that
coaches can have
considerable
influence over.
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Before examining the factors that can contribute to peak perfor-
mance under pressure, let’s look at the prerequisites for mental tough-
ness and athlete self-confidence.

PREREQUISITES FOR MENTAL TOUGHNESS

Mentally tough athletes are skilled and in shape. Mental training is
not a replacement for physical preparation. While mental skills can help
beginners to learn faster and to have confidence in their ability to im-
prove, mental toughness in a specific competitive situation requires that
the athletes know they are capable of doing the skills required. As obvi-
ous as it may sound, to feel confident, athletes must be both physically
conditioned and competent at the sports skills before anything else. The
classic statement of football coach Vince Lombardi that “Fatigue makes
cowards of us all” speaks to this first prerequisite. Athletes must have
the strength, flexibility, and cardiovascular conditioning to meet the de-
mands of their sport. Second, they must know not only how to perform
the sports skills but also have rehearsed them to the point where such
skills are an automatic response to a given sports situation. No amount
of psychological preparation can make up for a lack of physical prepared-
ness or a lack of competency with the required sports skills.

Veteran coaches who point out that “success is 90% mental” are re-
ferring to prepared athletes who have the skills and physical conditioning
necessary to compete. Any remaining differences in the performance be-
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tween equally physically well prepared athletes under competitive pres-
sure are then most likely to be the result of mental skills and strategies.

Praise and Self-Confidence

Coaches have long advocated the use of praise as a primary means of en-
hancing an athlete’s self-confidence. Praise enhances motivation and a
sense of personal control when it is: (1) seen as non-controlling; (2) based
upon performance; and (3) specific.

However, if athletes sense that praise is designed to manipulate
them, the praise is rejected and its influence on self-confidence develop-
ment is substantially reduced. When praise is specific and based upon
the actual behavior of the athlete, the athlete learns that he has con-
trolled the behavior that earned that praise and develops a sense of con-
fidence about his ability to influence the world about him. Therefore,
an effective teacher should distinguish between generalized praise and
specific encouragements. Generalized praise may make one feel better
temporarily but provides little information about what earned the praise
and what can be done to improve. Specific encouragement gives precise
information about what warranted the praise and how the athlete can
continue to earn it.

SPOTLIGHT ON YOUTH SPORTS

Excessive Praise

Praise is not a panacea for enhancing confidence and mental
toughness. Indeed, it can undermine self-confidence in certain
circumstances. If, for example, adults regularly give excessive praise
to children who perform no better or worse than other children,
those children receiving the excessive praise are seen by the others
and by themselves as less competent. Thus, too much praise may
lower rather than raise confidence levels. This paradoxical effect
depends upon the age of the child. Children older than 10 years see
the excessive praise as indicating lesser ability. Children younger than
10 see excessive praise as indicating higher ability.” Excessive praise

*The age of 10 is used as a general stage of development, not as a hard and fast line of
change. Some 11- and 12-year-olds are less mature than some 10 years and some 8- and
9-year-olds are more mature than some 10-year-olds.
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for mediocre performance and/or for success at a very easy task
implies to relatively mature children that the rewarded performance is
the maximum expected from that child. This perception is also likely
to be used to assess their own abilities relative to others. That is, too
much praise for a mediocre performance tends to be seen as a sign
of lesser personal ability by children who have attained near adult
levels of cognitive maturity. Apparently, children learn that adults are
more generous with lower-ability children and more demanding and
critical of more talented children.

Competitively-Based Praise. Coaches who consistently praise an ath-
lete by saying “You're the best!” “That’s the best on the team!” “No one
else has done that welll” are basically teaching athletes to assess their
self-worth based on external standards — the competition. These phras-
es sound positive and are often used in a genuine attempt to bolster a
youngster’s self-esteem. Unfortunately, a steady diet of such praise con-
sistently ranks a youngster relative to his peers and promotes an external
perspective based upon rank. “I'm good because I rank high,” or “I'm
good because I'm better than the others.” While performing well relative
to others can enhance self-confidence, such comparisons are external-
ly based and can change independently of the athlete’s performance.
An athlete can actually improve, yet fall behind his comparison group if
the members of that group are improving at a faster rate. Second, exter-
nally-based comparisons are difficult to apply positively to all mem-
bers of a group or team. Fifty percent of every group is in the bottom
half of the class. If coaches perceive their role as assisting all members of
their teams, externally-based comparisons are unlikely to affect all team
members in the same fashion.

General, Internally-Based Praise. Coaches sometimes attempt to di-
rect a youngster’s perception inward to develop the perception that the
youngster is responsible for her own performance: “You could have done
better!” “You ought to do better!” Sometimes adults make such state-
ments in a more socially acceptable way: “You could have concentrated
more!” “You should have paid attention!” “You have to focus more!” Such
comments promote an inward focus by the athlete but provide little de-
tailed information concerning how the athlete should improve her per-
formance. Holding a child responsible for her performance is desirable if
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that performance is within her ability to control. Athletes who internal-
ize such generalized internally oriented coaching statements are likely to
take the blame for poor performances but feel helpless to improve.

Specific, Competency-Based Praise. Directing young athletes to per-
formance-based goals within the athlete’s ability to control represents
the best of both worlds. First, athletes develop feelings of responsibility
for their own actions in settings in which the coach directs the athlete’s
attention to performances that are clearly within the athlete’s abilities to
control or that can, with reasonable effort, be brought under that ath-
lete’s control. “Just make contact with the ball” is a performance goal for
a baseball batter who is of similar ability to the pitcher but not for a batter
whose bat speed is far below that of the pitcher. When athletes perceive
that they can successfully control those factors that lead to improved
sports performance, self-confidence develops rapidly and becomes more
independent of winning and losing.

Coaching Strategies Before the Competition

Most mental training takes place before you and your athletes leave the
practice field for actual competition. Teaching mental toughness skills
should be ongoing and integrated into your normal practice routines.

The concept of a sense of control will be used in numerous ways
throughout this chapter. Basically it refers to an athlete’s understanding
of what factors are within his control and what factors are not. Ath-
letes who understand the difference and are able to direct their focus to
factors within their ability to control are said to have “focus and concen-
tration.” Without this understanding, athletes spend their time and ef-
fort thinking about factors outside their ability to control, often referred
to as “worry and distraction.”

A third category of factors are prerequisites to control, i.e., factors
the athlete “could control if. . .” For instance, controlling the time and
energy put into the strength and conditioning training program will
likely provide the athlete the strength to throw the ball further or hit
with more power or to run further and longer. Having practiced a backup
plan for defense allows the team to switch defense at half time if the
original defensive strategy is not working. During the actual competition
attempting to switch to a new defensive alignment that has been rarely
practiced is likely to have disastrous consequences. Thus, high level per-

d their coaches understand and act upon the following factors:
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e What you do control (effort makes a difference)
e What you don't control (effort makes no difference)

e What you could control if. . . (prerequisites for control)
Table 3.1 provides a number of examples that illustrate these three
important categories.

s YOUR TURN

Enhancing A Sense of Control

Add your own examples in the blanks in Table 3.1. First,

identify an aspect of sport important to you and your athletes.

Second, identify a performance factor that is clearly within
the athlete’s ability to control. Third, identify a different
factor beyond the athlete’s ability to control. Finally, identify a

factor that, if mastered, would lead to more control over the

previously uncontrollable factor.

TABLE 3.1 Controllability

. | Do Not Control | Could Control If .

Work How hard | work How much fatigue =~ My post-workout fatigue
Intensity | feel at the end of  if | train harder during the
the workout conditioning sessions
2 Officials’ Whether | Whether others Whether | look for advantages
Judgment complain after complain after a of a “bad break;” e.g., an
a "bad break” “bad break” injury restricts me but now |
have time to study the rules of
the sport in detail
3 Focus My concentration How many | were more familiar with

4 Performance

Return to TOC

My sport
performance

distractions exist
in competing
before an
audience

An unfair score or
official’s call

performing before an
audience because | regularly
use mental imagery to
simulate performing in front of
an audience

My emotional reaction where |
choose to “show composure and
class”

continued
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TABLE 3.1 Controllability continued

I N N [ [ TR
5 Rest
6 Equipment
7 Rules

8 Starter v.
Reserve

10

HELP YOUR ATHLETES BECOME FAMILIAR WITH
COMPETITIVE SITUATIONS

Familiarity reduces the likelihood that new or strange circumstances
will distract athletes. Coaches can enhance familiarity and experience
with competitive situations in a number of ways.

Simulate Competitive Situations in Practice

Good competitors practice not only their sports skills but also their com-
peting strategies. If a situation is likely to occur in a game, practice it.
While certain experiences can only be attained through actual competi-
tion, most can be practiced. For example, basketball players can prac-
tice 20-second drills in basketball; gymnasts and figure skaters can have
judges score a practice routine; softball players can scrimmage under
game conditions; swimmers and runners can practice false start proce-
dures; and soccer players can defend or attackin1v.1,2v. 1,3 v. 2,4 w.
3, etc. The more important the circumstances and the more likely they
will occur in competitions, the more a coach should design simulations
for the athletes (Figure 3.2).

Help Your Athletes Plan Their Warm-ups

Warm-ups are not the place to correct problems that have not been cor-
rected in practice. Rather, use the warm-up period to become familiar-

ized with the equipment and field/facilities.
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FIGURE 3.2
Simulations of
competitive
situations enhance
the likelihood that
the skills learned
in practice can

be successfully
executed in actual
competitions

even when the
actual competitive
circumstances

are difficult to
reproduce precisely.
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Look for Naturally Occurring Situations in Which the Athlete
Can Experience Competitive Pressure

For example, a practice assignment in gymnastics could be for the gym-
nast to “stick” five routines in a row on the balance beam. When the
athlete has stuck the first four and is about to attempt the fifth, have her
visualize a meet situation with the judges sitting by the beam and for-
mally present to them before mounting the beam. Have her imagine the
crowd watching her. She can even pretend that if she sticks this particu-
lar routine, she will make the finals, or that her team will win the team
championship. She has the “real” pressure of having to stick this fifth
routine. If she misses, she will have to start the five routines again. Even
if she misses, she has an excellent chance to practice a meet pressure
situation. How did she handle the situation when she fell? Did she lose
her composure, become angry, or quit before finishing? Or did she take a
deep breath, regain her composure, and finish as best she could? When
something occurs in practice that has the potential to be upsetting to
the athlete, both the athlete and the coach have an excellent opportuni-
ty to practice keeping calm, focused, and mentally tough. Not only will
they increase their chances of keeping their composure”in competitive
situations, but their practices will be more effective also.

*An often overlooked dimension of teaching sportsmanship is that good sportsmanship
is a crucial ingredient of mental toughness. Keeping your composure after a “bad” call
by an official or not retaliating after being harshly fouled in the heat of the moment is
the essence of good sportsmanship. Keeping your composure in difficult situations is an
essential aspect of mental toughness. (See Chapter 6 Sportsmanship for a more detailed
discussion.)
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Practice Predictable Ceremonial Situations

Young athletes often feel self-conscious during the march-in or while
presenting to judges or officials. Have the athletes practice such presenta-
tions until they can do them comfortably.

Familiarize the Athletes with the Competitive Surroundings

Experienced athletes tend to be familiar with the exact situations in
which the competition occurs. Coaches can help less-experienced com-
petitors by describing what to expect, by visiting the competitive site for
a practice session, by arriving early the day of the competition, by iden-
tifying the competitive equipment to be used and practicing on identi-
cal or similar equipment in training sessions, or by having the athletes
visualize the competitive settings with crowds, noise, officials, etc. Prior
to the hustle and bustle of the competition, especially in tournaments,
playoffs or championship settings, the coach should familiarize the ath-
letes with such things as where the restrooms are, whom to ask for as-
sistance, where the check-in area is, what the order of competition will
be, etc.

Familiarize Your Athletes with Their Opponents

Whenever appropriate, describe the opponents to your athletes along
with realistic ways of competing against them; for example, “They’re
bigger, but we're quicker!” “Her forehand is strong, so hit to her back-
hand.” If opponents are clearly superior or inferior, give your athletes
performance goals. “We can’t keep them from scoring baskets, but we
can force them to take more outside shots.”

Teach the Athletes what is Expected of Them - in Precise Detail

Many coaches and athletes expect to compete well without a complete
knowledge of what is expected of them. Such knowledge is essential for
competing well. Perhaps most obvious is the rules of their sport. A wres-
tler should know that “clasping” both hands around the opponent’s
waist while both are down on the mat means one point for his oppo-
nent; a basketball player should understand what constitutes the 3-sec-
ond rule; runners and swimmers should understand the rules about false
starts. In some sports, the athlete should know equipment settings. For
example, how far from the vaulting horse should the springboard be set
in gymnastics? Exactly how many feet down the runway should a broad
jumper or high jumper start his run? How many strokes should be taken
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FIGURE 3.3
Encourage young
athletes to watch
what the more ex-
perienced athletes
are doing BEFORE
the success - run-
ning without the
ball, recovering
from a lapse, main-
taining composure
in warm ups.
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to reach the wall after a backstroke swimmer passes under the flags in a
swim race?

WATCH AND LEARN FROM THE BEST

Coaches can arrange for their novice athletes to observe more experi-
enced athletes in competitive conditions. Coaches can take their athletes
to high school, college or professional contests just to watch. Novice com-
petitors can observe more experienced teammates in game situations.
Often young athletes can learn about successful competing by watching
what top athletes do just before and just after they compete. Guide your
athletes’ attention to those behaviors that lead to success. What does the
experienced, successful athlete do without the ball, before the action,
before the score? For example, how do the more experienced athletes
warm-up? How do they react if they have difficulties during a warm-up?
How do they work with their coaches during the pre-meet times? How
early do they arrive at the competition site? How do they prepare just
before they step out onto the field? How do they behave immediately af-
ter a missed or disappointing play? Observing how the best competitors
behave in such situations can teach young athletes tremendous amounts
about competing effectively (Figure 3.3).



Developing Mental Toughness: Strategies for Peak Performance

HAVE SPECIFIC, REALISTIC GOALS FOR EACH COMPETITION

The word specific means that the goal should be very concrete. For exam-
ple, the athlete’s goals might be to “stick” her beam dismount; to success-
fully execute a bunt; to eliminate fouling during a broad jump, to raise
the team’s score by two points; or to eliminate turnovers in basketball or
soccer. Specific goals contrast with generalized goals such as “to be the
best that I can be,” or “to improve,” which are too vague to be measured.
If the athlete has a variety of specific goals, even if one or two goals are
missed, the athlete can be successful with others.

The word realistic means that the goal is determined by factors
within the athlete’s control. True self-confidence — and thus, mental
toughness — is based upon distinguishing between what can and what
cannot be controlled and believing that you can control the controllable.
Realistic performance goals within the athlete’s control are likely to en-
hance self-confidence and lead to higher performance. Goals that are
established outside the realm of what the athlete can control are likely
to produce frustration, lower self-confidence, and superstitious behavior.

EXPLAIN THE ADRENALINE RESPONSE TO YOUR ATHLETES

During competitive events, almost every athlete will experience the ex-
citement and nervousness of competition. The increased heartbeat, the
jittery feelings in the stomach, the need to go to the restroom, and/or
the increased muscular tension are all normal, predictable responses to
an exciting situation. Athletes who have never experienced such feelings
may worry about what is happening to them and may interpret such
feelings as a negative event: “I'm uptight and nervous,” or “I'm upset.”
They focus on their feelings which can often be a distraction, lowering
performance.

High level performers have similar adrenalin responses but as the
time to compete draws nearer, they focus on what to do and the skills
they have practiced in preparation for the competition. Coaches can set
the stage for such an adrenaline response by describing it to their ath-
letes and by providing a positive interpretation for such a feeling: “But-
terflies in your stomach mean you are ready to go! Focus on what to do!”
or “The muscular tension will make you stronger and quicker! Use that
strength and quickness!” Athletes who expect the adrenaline response
and believe it will help them to compete better are likely to interpret its
sensations as “I'm pumped!” or “I'm ready to go!”
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DEVELOP THE ATTITUDES OF CHAMPIONS

Competing well and winning mean more than simply beating the other
competitors. First of all, champions believe that their efforts are worthy
regardless of whether they win or lose. Second, if you win when your
opponents perform well, your accomplishment is worth more than if
you win when your opponents perform poorly. An important side ef-
fect of this attitude is that athletes can focus all their attention on their
own performance rather than on their opponents’. Such a focus increas-
es the likelihood of performing well. Tough-minded athletes try to suc-
ceed rather than try to avoid mistakes. Coaches should continually teach
their athletes not to be afraid of making mistakes. If mistakes are made,
learn from them rather than holding back to avoid errors. John Wooden,
the famous basketball coach of UCLA, once said that “mistakes are the
building blocks of success!”? Athletes learn whether to believe this atti-
tude or not based on how their coach reacts to their mistakes in practices
and competitions.

PLAN FOR THE UNEXPECTED

Many athletes and coaches feel that if something unexpected happens
at a competition, nothing could have been done to prevent it. Nothing
could be further from the truth! Since the unexpected can be expected
to happen no matter how much planning has occurred, athletes and
coaches might as well prepare for the unexpected. For example, being
late for a meet can occur as a result of unexpected traffic, a flat tire, or
getting lost because of poor directions. Given such possibilities, those
who leave a few minutes earlier for an important meet are planning for
the unexpected. If the unexpected does not happen, the athletes simply
arrive early and have extra time to prepare. To prepare for the unexpect-
ed, many athletes carry an “emergency kit” to competitions. It contains
an extra of everything that is absolutely essential for them to compete.
For example, a young, female gymnast may have a backup copy of her
music, an extra pair of already broken-in hand grips, and an extra leo-
tard in case any of these items are lost, broken or stolen.

TEACH FOCUS AND CONCENTRATION

Many coaches ask athletes to focus and concentrate without teaching
it. Concentration has many teachable aspects. It is not a single dimen-
sion. First, it is degree of alertness. Alertness has to do both with degree
of arousal and attention to the specific task the athlete is preparing to
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do. Second, concentration is attending to cues. As athletes concentrate,
they focus on cues that allow them to perform. Inexperienced athletes
frequently pay attention to too many cues, too few cues, irrelevant cues,
or cues occurring too late in a sequence of sport moves to allow the ath-
lete to make any significant adjustments. To the extent that coaches can
teach their athletes to focus on fewer, earlier, and more relevant cues,
the athletes are more likely to successfully complete the task. Coaches
should assess whether the athlete is attending to the crucial cues. An
inability to attend to crucial cues may signal arousal levels that are too
high for optimal performance. A simple illustration of this process might
occur in high jumping where a beginner focuses almost predominately
on the raised crossbar while the more experienced performer focuses on
the ideal takeoff point where the foot is planted. A strong push-off with
the leg in the correct position is more important for success than watch-
ing the crossbar.

Concentration often involves shifting one’s focus to the appropri-
ate cues or task. Athletes who have difficulty concentrating often focus
too long on errors and/or the emotional feelings that result from such
errors (frustration, anger, embarrassment, disappointment). Athletes
who have been taught that mistakes are part of learning and are neces-
sary for success are less likely to react as emotionally to errors as do ath-
letes who have constantly been criticized for making mistakes. Athletes
should practice shifting their focus from errors back to the task at hand
in preparation for competition. Shifting focus can also be an important
part of a sports skill. A soccer player can focus on the kinesthetic feel of
kicking a pass and almost simultaneously shift his focus externally to see
the accuracy of that pass.

A characteristic of intense concentration is an athlete’s ability to
block out distractions. Athletes who have practiced under noisy condi-
tions, in front of a large crowd, or with the same or similar equipment
as used in the competition are less likely to be distracted. Finally, con-
centration can also be viewed as paying attention to what to do rather
than worrying about what not to do. The focus is on succeeding rather
than avoiding failure.

TEACH VISUAL IMAGERY

Imagery skills are essential tools for mental toughness. Imagery can be
used to picture success, eliminate errors and plan for contingencies. Ef-
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fective imagery is more than a picture. It involves using all the senses
(sight, hearing, kinesthesis, touch, and smell) to increase the vividness
of an image. Effective imagery also involves controllability. For in-
stance, speeding up or slowing down the image of a pitched ball while
swinging the bat.

There are two major types of imagery. External imagery: The ath-
letes picture themselves as if they were watching themselves on a DVD
or video. Internal imagery: The athletes see only what they normally
would see if they were actually performing a skill or playing a game.
To date, there is no clear evidence showing that one form of imagery
is superior to the other although external imagery may be more useful
with experienced athletes with open skills such as karate and rock climb-
ing®. External imagery may also be more useful for learning new skills
regardless of the type of sport. Internal imagery seems to be more useful
for developing strategies regardless of the type of sport. However, more
research is necessary before a clear picture can emerge of when and how
one technique is superior over the other. On purely logical terms, coach-
es tend to use external imagery to correct errors of form and technique
while they favor internal imagery when rehearsing skills or preparing
immediately before competition.

For mental toughness training, teach both “idealized perfor-
mance” and “what if . . .” imagery. Some athletes prefer to visualize a
perfect performance. Others athletes prefer to visualize using an “if . . .,
then ... "” approach. “If my opponent goes right, then I go right also.” “If
the pitch is to the outside, then I'll drive the ball to the opposite field.”
Responding quickly and effectively to contingencies is a major compo-
nent of mental toughness. Self-confidence produces quick, unhesitating
choices in rapidly changing sport settings.

The Functions of Imagery

Traditionally, imagery has been used for a variety of purposes:

e Visualize idealized performances. This type of imaging is used
to enhance self-confidence and as a preparation immediately
before the actual physical execution of sport skills to increase the
likelihood of an optimal performance.

e “What if ...” imagery. Athletes often have to make split-second
decisions. Should I pass the soccer ball to the forward making
the breaking run or pass across the field to spread the defensive

Return to TOC
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players? Should I throw for the easy out at first base or should I
throw to second in an attempt to make a more difficult, but more
desirable double play?

e Rehearsal of physical skills. When athletes are tired or injured,
mental imagery can be used to literally practice their physical
routines in their heads to improve their motor skills without
risking further injury or fatigue.

e Error correction. External imagery is used to examine the
athletes’ performances to identify and correct errors. Furthermore,
some athletes actually visualize mistakes. Visualizing success takes
practice. If errors are pictured, have the athlete visually erase the
picture and start again. Another strategy, when errors are pictured,
is to instruct the athlete to identify exactly where the error
started. Stop the mental image at that point, correct the error, and
then continue the visualization.

e Emotional imagery. Imagery is used to experience and learn to
cope with strong emotions that can help or hinder performance.
Learning to feel, yet keep anger or exhilaration under control,
helps avoid performance deterioration. Athletes who believe they
are stronger when feeling angry have actually been shown to
lose strength unless they keep the intensity of their emotions at a
moderate rather than an extreme intensity.*

¢ Gain the feel of skill execution. Internal imagery is used to
emphasize the kinesthetic feel and feedback of high-level skill
performance.

e To learn new skills. Visualize the performance of a new, yet to be
performed skill. Such imagery requires that the athletes draw on
similar but different experiences - e.g., performing a simple backward
roll on the tumbling floor may be used to transfer the upside down
rolling sensation with a new but similar sensation of somersaulting
in the air as a back salto is performed by a novice gymnast. The
image of performing a right-handed layup in basketball can provide
the information for imaging a left-handed layup.

General Guidelines for Teaching Imagery

Beginning imagery exercises should emphasize activities that are quite fa-
miliar to the athletes (e.g., image the furniture in their bedrooms). Team
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exercises can start with a scene that is common to all players and then
progress to scenes that are more individual to a player’s position. Start by
assuming a comfortable position in a quiet place free from distractions.
Imaging can be done with eyes closed or open at the discretion of the
athletes. Imagery is quite straightforward. Many of your young athletes
may already image as they practice their favorite moves “in their heads.”
Your instructions merely guide them to incorporate all the senses into
their image, creating as realistic a perception as possible. Also, suggest
they practice controlling the image (e.g., See the ball moving faster,
slower or in real time).

As your athletes become comfortable with visualizing familiar
skills, encourage them to individualize the images around the specific
playing positions (e.g., offensive lineman vs. wide receiver in football;
backstroke start in the water vs. butterfly stroke in swimming). Encour-
age your athletes to image those skills they wish to improve or perform
under competitive pressure. With interactive sports such as wrestling,
basketball, and soccer, suggest they image “what if ...” situations where
they must mentally react to varying moves of their opponents.

In self-paced activities, such as a foul shot in basketball or a pitched
ball in baseball, have them focus on the internal sensations so that they
can replicate those feelings during their actual physical performances.
Suggest they image executing their skills while in those competitive situ-
ations that they are likely to experience; e.g., hearing the fans in the
background, hearing your teammates calling for the ball when they are
open for a shot in soccer or basketball, hearing the referee’s whistle. Sug-
gest that your athletes practice imaging in their “down time” just before
going to bed or when they are relaxing in the car as their parents drive
them to or from practice.

Do not be surprised if some of your athletes describe negative im-
agery; they see themselves repeating errors or performing poorly. This is
not uncommon during the initial stages of learning to image. Have them
“freeze frame” the error as if it were on a tape. Then have them back up
the image until they reach the point at which the error occurs mentally,
then visually correct the error and move on through the performance
sequence.
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From the Chalkboard to the Playing Field

VISUAL IMAGERY FOR BASEBALL

Internal Imagery

Ask your athletes to image catching a thrown ball. Direct their
attention first to the picture of the ball itself. Can they see the seams
on the ball as it spins toward them? Can they hear the smack of

the ball in their glove as they catch the ball? Can they feel (sense)
the impact of the ball through the glove as it is caught either in the
webbing of the glove (their wrists are pulled back) or in the pocket of
the glove (the mild sting in the palm of their hand)? Can they smell
the leather and/or the dust that puffs up from the leather glove after
the impact of the ball? Can they sense their fingertips touching the
seams on the ball as they retrieve the ball from the glove as they
prepare to throw the ball to the first baseman?

Ask them to repeat the image, but this time have them imagine
a slower, change-up pitch. Repeat this process asking them to image
a fast ball straight down the middle. Again, ask if they can see the
seams rotating as the ball travels toward their glove. Can they speed
up or slow down the ball’s rotation as it flies toward them? You are
asking them to practice their controllability of the image.

After they have practiced such imagery to the point that they
report a realistic image, have them individualize the image. An
outfielder can image a fly ball or a bouncing single that he retrieves
and throws to the cut-off man. The first baseman can image the third
baseman’s throw and his trapping the ball on one hop from the dirt
just in front of first base, then the ball catching in the webbing of his
glove. The second baseman can image running to second, stepping
on the bag as he receives a ball flipped from the shortstop, and then
pivoting and throwing to first after the force play at second.

External Imagery

Suggest that your athletes picture a batter at the plate swinging
the bat as part of the warm-up in preparation for stepping into the
batter’s box. Ask them to picture the pitcher pitching a fast ball.
Encourage them to see the swing of the bat as the batter makes
contact with the ball, driving it on a line drive to the shortstop who
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snags it chest high, plants his feet quickly and makes a long, low
throw to first where it is caught by the first baseman who stretches
out in a long stride toward the ball to catch the ball just an instant
before the runner crosses the bag. Encourage them to see the action
moving in real time emphasizing their control of the image.

VISUAL IMAGERY FOR SWIMMING

Internal Imagery

Ask your swimmers to image themselves standing on the starting
blocks just before the start of the race. Can they see the calm water
settling in the pool between the lane guides just below and in front
of them? Can they smell the scent of chlorine as they lean forward
into their starting position? As they bend over to grip the starting
blocks for the take-off, can they feel their fingertips touching the
undersurface of the starting block and the nonskid texture of the
surface of the starting block on the soles of their bare feet? Can they
hear the crack of the starter’s gun (or the horn)? Can they feel the
pressure on their feet against the starting block as they explode into
the jump start? Can they feel the shock of the cold water as they

hit the water? Can they sense the kinesthetic contractions of their
back and abdomen muscles as they use the dolphin kick under water
before rising to the surface to take their first stroke? (Figure 3.4)

FIGURE 3.4. Effective visualization
is more than a picture. It involves
feeling the nonskid surface of the

starting blocks under your feet;
feeling the muscular tension in your
fingers and arms as you grip the

block; hearing the starter’s gun;
smelling the chlorine as well as
picturing the water in front of you
and anticipating the shock when you
hit the cold water.

External Imagery

Ask your swimmers to mentally image a flip turn. Encourage them
to visualize the swimmer approaching the wall. Have them note just
how far away from the wall she begins her flip turn, pivoting her
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body underwater so she can thrust off the wall with both legs into

an undulating dolphin kick that brings her to the surface so she can
begin her first stroke off the wall. Hear the “slap” of the water as

her legs finish the flip turn. See if you can control her velocity by
speeding her up as she nears the wall and executes the flip turn faster
and faster on each imaging attempt.

VISUAL IMAGERY FOR FOOTBALL

Internal Imagery

Ask your players to image a clean hit as they block an opponent.

See the opponent moving toward you and then stepping into him

to initiate the contact. Feel the impact on your shoulder pads as you
drive the opposing player backward. Sense the kinesthetic sensations
of driving your legs against the ground as you come up under his ribs
with your shoulder. Hear the smack of the pads and hear him grunt as
your shoulder impacts his chest. Smell the grass as your body drops to
the ground after the block and your face mask slides along the ground.
Taste the plastic mouth guard as you bite down on it at impact.

External Imagery

Watch the receiver line up at the line of scrimmage. Listen to the
count from the quarterback and hear the linemen lunge forward at
the snap count. Watch the receiver sprint toward the defensive back,
feint to the inside, and then quickly move to the sideline, turning to
see the ball as the quarterback leads the receiver slightly with the
throw that hits the receiver in his hands while he is tackled by the
defensive back followed by both players falling to the ground. Hear
the crowd in the background cheer as the receiver holds onto the ball
after literally bouncing off the ground with the defensive back on top
of him. Can you repeat this image controlling the image with greater
speed and force?

VISUAL IMAGERY FOR SOCCER

Internal Imagery

Ask your players to image a running shot on goal with the ball on
the ground rolling a few steps in front of you. See the seams of the
ball as it rotates on the ground. Feel yourself planting your support
leg beside the ball so you can shoot a strong, low shot. Sense the
kinesthetic extension of your thigh muscles in your support leg as
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you swing the shooting leg toward the ball. Hear the impact of your
leather shoe against the ball. Smell the air as you inhale while you
watch the line of flight as the ball flies to the side of the far goal post.
Encourage the player to control the image of the ball circling away
from the goalie as it flies toward the inside of the goal post.

External Imagery

Suggest that your players watch a defensive player marking an
offensive player who is dribbling the ball. See the defensive player
mark the offensive player on the inside, forcing the attacker toward
the sideline away from the goal. Watch the defensive player as

he feints multiple attempts to tackle the ball. Just as the attacker
touches the ball on the last dribble, the defender makes his move,
stepping in and blocking the ball. Watch it ricochet off the defender’s
foot and fly back past the attacking player. The defender steps
around the attacker and controls the ball quickly passing it to one
of two fellow defenders who have come up from behind to provide
support to the original defender. Encourage your athletes to repeat
this image but increase the speed at which the action takes place,
thus controlling the pace of the image.

Coaching Strategies During the Competition

On the day of competition, athletes should be expected to perform only
those skills that are already well learned. Competition is not the time
for improving partially learned skills or learning new skills. Very little, if
any, coaching of technique should occur. Reminders of previously well-
rehearsed techniques should be offered basically as a method of calming
an athlete by giving them a familiar focus.

The coach’s goal should be to make the athletes as comfortable as
possible in the competitive setting so that they can perform well-learned
sports skills as well as possible. Coaches who attempt to further refine
skills on the day of competition are likely to disrupt the performance of
their athletes during the warm-ups and the competition. Learn the art of
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“under coaching” during competition. Your focus is on the mental fac-
tors: goals, optimal level of arousal, flow, error recovery, and grit.

COACH “"WHAT TO DO"” AS OPPOSED TO
“WHAT NOT TO DO.”

Goals provide a clear direction for success strategies. Rather than saying
“Don’t chase the ball,” say “Guard your man.” Rather than saying “Don’t
lose control of the puck,” say “push the puck slowly.” Rather than saying
“Don’t foul your opponent,” say “Guard him loosely by staying at least 3
feet away from him if he drives to the basket.”

HELP ATHLETES ATTAIN THEIR OPTIMAL LEVEL
OF AROUSAL

Each athlete has an optimal level of arousal for maximizing sports
performance. Arousal above or below this optimal point causes poor-
er performance. Merely “psyching up” an athlete may actually cause
poorer performance if the athlete is already excited or nervous about
the upcoming competition. Young, inexperienced athletes are typically
quite excited as they enter their first competitions and rarely need to be
“psyched up.” Coaches can often help their athletes by providing a calm-
ing atmosphere just prior to competition. A reassuring word, a reminder
of an already well-learned technique, or just the presence of the coach
can help bolster an inexperienced athlete’s confidence.

On the other hand, athletes who have competed frequently or who
are playing a decidedly inferior opponent may be candidates for increased
arousal. Also athletes who need explosive power in relatively simple sports
(short sprints, shot put) may benefit from being aroused. Arousal is a very
individual matter. Three major factors determine optimal level of arousal:
task difficulty, degree of learning, and ability of the athlete.

e Task difficulty. Complex tasks have a narrower range of optimal
arousal. Complexity is often determined by the amount of
information the athlete must process or by the margin of error
possible. For example, the goalie in a soccer or ice hockey game
should not become too aroused because he must be constantly
aware of the oncoming ball or puck as well as the position of
other offensive players. A gymnast has a more complex task on
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the balance beam than on the floor exercise because her margin
of error on the narrow beam is smaller than on the floor exercise
mat. Simpler tasks, especially those requiring explosive efforts
(e.g., short sprints, throwing the shot put or a softball), have a
broader range, often at higher levels of arousal.

Degree of learning. Under pressure, well-learned tasks are
performed better while partially learned tasks are often performed
more poorly. The “clutch performer” is typically an athlete

who has a high level of proficiency under conditions of low
arousal and who has had many experiences performing under
the same or similar conditions as that in which the clutch
performance occurred. It is poor coaching strategy to expect

an athlete to “come through under pressure” when attempting
skills that are only partially learned. Furthermore, athletes
under the pressure of competition will quite often choose skills,
techniques or strategies that are well-learned and familiar. Thus,
in competition, athletes frequently revert to “bad habits” that
had been recently eliminated in practice because the athlete is
still more familiar with them than with the newer, more correct
skills. Unfortunately, the coach may think that the athlete has
“choked” or that such regression is inevitable. Such is not the
case. Regression is common in the learning of physical skills. The
problem should be attacked by increasing the athlete’s degree of
learning and familiarity with the skill. Do not fall prey to the
common coaching error which labels such predictable regression
by novices as “choking.” [See Appendix 3.1 for an in depth
analysis on choking and strategies for combatting choking.)

Ability of the athlete. A difficult task becomes even more
difficult in relative terms for an athlete of lesser ability. Thus,
other things being equal, higher levels of arousal will be more
disruptive to athletes of lesser ability. Nonetheless, performance
of lesser skilled athletes can be quite high if arousal levels are
lowered, if degree of learning is high, and if the athlete feels
comfortable in the competitive situation.

FLOW

Telling athletes to concentrate on concentrating is almost certain to dis-
rupt their performance. With well-learned skills, the athlete would be
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better advised simply to “do it!” Flow describes total involvement in per-
formance in which there is very little conscious thinking yet there is an
awareness of simply doing what the athlete is prepared to do. Clearly,
prior preparation has much to do with this sensation, but so does simply
telling the athlete to just go and do what he or she has trained for, with
little emphasis on thinking. Such concentration with well-learned skills is
clearly different from the concentration necessary for learning new skills.

RECOVERING FROM AND ACCEPTING ERRORS

Mentally tough competitors see errors as a natural, even necessary, part
of performing. Accepting errors is neither lowering one’s standards nor
accepting sloppiness but rather a realization that errors are part of “going
for it.” A .300 hitter in baseball is out 70% of the time. Mentally tough
competitors disguise errors whenever possible. Some errors are obvious
and cannot be disguised. However, in some sports, errors only become
obvious because of the actions of the athlete. Falling off a balance beam
cannot be hidden, but going beyond the intended full pirouette certain-
ly can. The gymnast who grimaces, hesitates, and then abruptly returns
to the ending position of the full pirouette tells the judge in no uncer-
tain terms that a mistake was made. The gymnast who follows through
to the one and one-quarter turn position with a flowing motion of her
arms hides the fact that only a full turn was originally planned.

ACT“ASIF..."

“Never let ‘em see ya sweat!” “Fake it 'til you make!” As simple and as
long-standing as these phrases are, they are the backbone of mental
toughness. People live up to and down to expectations. That statement
is true both for the athlete and the opponents. Head up, shoulders high,
and “look ‘em in the eyes” regardless of your internal feelings. Competi-
tion is fun! That’s what we worked for all season.

Coaching Strategies After the Competition

You can often make a substantial impact on the mental style of your
athletes immediately after a competition. A perceptive coach can use the
post-competitive period to teach the athletes about mental toughness
and competing well.
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USE SPECIFIC EXAMPLES FROM THE COMPETITION TO
TEACH ABOUT COMPETING OR TRAINING

Immediately after a competition, events — both good and bad - are still
fresh in the young athlete’s mind. While coaches should avoid an “I told
you so” approach, often mistakes made in competition can be related to
poor practice behaviors, and corrections can be pointed out for the next
practice session. Athletes who have done particularly well can be praised
and told that such performance will be expected in practice.

GUIDE THE ATHLETES' ATTRIBUTIONS TOWARD BELIEFS
THAT SUSTAIN OR INCREASE EFFORT

Athletes make judgments about what has caused their successes or fail-
ures in practices and competitions. These judgments are called attribu-
tions. Regardless of whether or not attributions are factually correct,
they have a powerful effect on an athlete’s subsequent behavior. Attribu-
tions that my success was caused by my high ability and/or my stable ef-
fort typically produce sustained or increased effort in subsequent similar
situations. Attributions that my success was due to poor performance by
an inferior opponent or by a lucky bounce of the ball typically produce
little change and may even reduce effort. Attributions that my failure
was due to my low, unchangeable ability or by a task that is simply too
difficult for me also may lead to reduced effort. On the other hand, if my
failure is attributed to bad luck or my own lack of effort, subsequent at-
tempts may show sustained, higher levels of effort.

Attributions are influenced greatly by an athlete’s goal orientation.’
Goal orientations are learned attitudes that represents one’s perception
of what constitutes success. What an athlete defines as success may differ
substantially depending upon their type of goal orientation.> A Perfor-
mance Oriented Athlete (PO) sees success as evidence of self-improve-
ment (I have become competent; therefore, I am successful). PO athletes
see defeats in competitive sport as resulting from not yet having learned
the necessary skills, not as a lack of ability. Athletes with a Success Ori-
entation (SO) define success as ranking high. Such an orientation ap-
pears positive at first but rank can often be affected by factors outside the
athlete’s control, for example, the skill of the opponents or graduating
to an older age group. SO athletes typically have had substantial com-
petitive successes relative to their age-group peers and, therefore, expect

*The implications of these three different goal orientations on goal setting are examined
in greater detail in Chapter 5 (Goal Setting).
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themselves to be successful. That expectation is relative stable but often
results in them selecting only opponents or tasks in which they have
a reasonable expectation of succeeding. They may be reluctant to seek
out higher, more challenging competition, an important trait for men-
tal toughness. A Failure Orientation (FO) is also based upon rank; but,
because of a past history of poor performances and little success, the FO
athlete is likely to be more concerned with avoiding failure than with
attempting to succeed.

Each of these styles just described can be substantially influenced
by the athlete’s prior history of success, whether they are in competition
or practice and their expectancy of success. Thus with both SO and FO
athletes, coaches should attempt to guide their focus to self-improve-
ment and task mastery rather than rank. With SO athletes, the emphasis
can be on the fact that skill improvement, while not the sole determi-
nant of competitive placements, often leads to higher rank. On the other
hand, with FO athletes who tend to avoid challenges, the coach can at-
tempt to help the athlete recognize that ability is changeable. That is,
ability is a skill that can be improved with sustained effort rather than
an innate talent that is relatively unchangeable. Guiding the direction of
such attributions can have substantial and positive effects on persistent,
intensity and direction of the athlete’s efforts, i.e., mental toughness.

Mentally tough athletes believe that their efforts make a difference.
They believe their decisions, their planning and their behavior have a
strong impact on the competitive outcomes. Further, they also under-
stand that “bad” things can happen despite their best effort but they
realize the “bad” will eventually pass if they keep on working hard. They
don’t make excuses as in “It wasn’t my fault,” but understand that losses
can happen despite one’s best effort. What separates the mentally tough
from the less resilient athlete is the acceptance that the losses are likely
to be temporary if they keep on striving for success. Athletes who lack
mental toughness tend to interpret negative outcomes as a lack of ability
resulting in subsequent lowered effort.

While the athletes’ orientations are not directly under the coach’s
control, especially in the short run, over time, coaches can encourage a
performance orientation by reinforcing the idea that ability is change-
able and efforts leads to changes in skill. Table 3.2 describes attributions
that athletes are likely to make naturally after wins and losses.

Coaches can help guide the attributions of those young athletes to
“causes” that increase the probability of effort rather than “causes” that
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typically reduce effort (Figure 3.5). The following examples illustrate
what a coach might say to young athletes to guide them toward making
effective attributions.

TABLE 3.2 Predicted Personal Attributions Following
Success or Failure

Athlete’s Style Following Success Following Failure

Performance High Effort No Perception of Failure
Oriented (Ability Assumed) (Just haven't learned it
yet)

Success Internal, Stable Internal, Unstable

Oriented (Confirms belief in high (Low effort, poor
ability) preparation)

Failure External, Uncontrollable Internal, Stable

Oriented (Got lucky; easy (Confirms belief in low
opponent) ability)

FOLLOWING LOSSES
Focus on: Personal Control of Unstable Effort

“Had we hustled more, we could have won.” “They outhustled us today.
Let’s learn from that!”

Focus on: Skill as Changeable

“They were better than we were today, but we're getting better; wait
until the rematch!”

Shift the focus away from: Ability, Negative Personal Traits

“Don’t let anyone tell you that you can’t!”
“What we lack in size, we more than make up forin ... " (hustle,
savvy, grit, etc.).”

FOLLOWING WINS
Focus on: Positive Personal Traits

“I'm proud of you. You never quit!”
“You hustled just like you're capable of! With effort like that we can
play with the best!”
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FIGURE 3.5 What you discuss with your athletes after a competition can
guide their attributions and be as important or even more important than what
is discussed before a competition.

Shift the focus away from: Luck

“We got all the breaks today! But we can’t depend on such good luck in
the future. Athletes who hustle make their own breaks!”

Shift the focus away from: Easy Tasks

“Those guys weren’t very good today, but don’t be misled. The next
time they’ll have nothing to lose and everything to gain. They could be
our most dangerous opponent if we take them for granted.”

TEACHING RESPONSIBILITY AS OPPOSED TO BLAME

Finally, mentally tough coaches and athletes assume responsibility but
not blame for their performances. Assuming responsibility means you
take steps beforehand to compete better. Assuming blame involves re-
morse about not performing well after the competition has ended when
there is nothing you can do about it. Changing the past is impossible!
Taking responsibility means preparing ahead of time by controlling those
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factors that are controllable and are likely to influence performance on
the day of competition. Developing mental toughness is determined,
in large part, by what you do prior to the competition. Even “coming
through in the clutch” is influenced by prior preparation.
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he word discipline often elicits images of punishment, raised voices
Tand the use of power to control the misbehavior of subordinates. But
the “drill sergeant” image of demanding “good behavior” is only a very
small part of a well-disciplined program.

You can have a huge impact on molding the character of
young athletes by cultivating within each athlete a personal sense of
responsibility for their own actions - in other words, self-discipline.

The overriding theme should be to encourage in each athlete the
development of a sense of self-discipline that ultimately places the
responsibility for self-control and discipline on the shoulders of the
athlete. Coaching provides many such opportunities for teaching self-
discipline, and many of the techniques discussed in this chapter can help
to instill it. Athletes who understand the consequences of their actions
are more likely to behave responsibly. Responsibility is not blame or
guilt. Rather, responsibility is an important character trait that helps
athletes to understand that their ability to make good choices permits
them to exert some degree of control over the consequences — both
positive and negative — of those choices.

This chapter looks at a variety of positive discipline techniques
realizing that there is no single best method of cultivating discipline.
However, a number of principles, when properly applied, can have
a positive influence on the effectiveness of your coaching. Your
choice of techniques should vary depending upon the circumstances.
Misbehaviors are rarely directed at the coach personally. Coaches who
see their role as one of developing athletes and facilitating their growth
and maturity will see the techniques of positive discipline as important
strategies for assisting their athletes rather than as a tool for keeping
those athletes “in line".

Preventing Discipline Problems

Pre-empting discipline problems is preferable to solving such problems
after they have disrupted practice, agitated the coach, or undermined
team morale.
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WELL PLANNED PRACTICES

The most effective way to deal with disciplinary problems is to prevent
their occurrence.

A well-planned practice is a major factor in providing a disruption-
free learning environment. The more interesting and productive the
workout, the less likely you are to experience disciplinary problems.
Practice sessions should be geared to the athletes’ needs and interests,
and the assignments should match their ability levels. Tasks that are ei-
ther too easy or too difficult result in boredom or frustration which,
in turn, lead to behavioral problems. Stimulating, meaningful, learning
tasks maintain involvement, often making disciplinary actions unneces-
sary. For example, mini-scrimmages in soccer using two to three players
per team can be just as effective for cardiovascular conditioning as run-
ning wind sprints or laps and are much more likely to be fun and involv-
ing for young athletes.

Structure is important. With consistently structured practices, ath-
letes learn to anticipate “What’s next?” For example, after warm-ups will
come individual drills, followed by one-on-one drills, followed by group
drills, etc. Thus, they are much more likely to be in the right place at the
right time than athletes whose practice rotations have been sporadic and
unpredictable. Effective coaches try to find a balance between predict-
able, consistent practices vs. monotonous, boring repetitions.

SHARP STARTS

Perhaps the most important times during a workout are the first few
minutes at the start of practice or the start of the next rotation or station.
These few moments set the tone for the workout. Sharp starts, clear di-
rections, and challenging, yet realistic assignments clearly stated during
these initial moments decrease discipline problems simply by eliminat-
ing opportunities for horseplay, distractions, and boredom. Athletes
standing in line reflect poor planning, with one major exception: stand-
ing in line after vigorous exercise when the coach has explicitly planned
a rest period. Standing in line should not be the result of weak excuses
such as, “There wasn’t enough equipment.” If you wish to teach your
young baseball players to effectively steal second base by watching the
pitcher from first base and learning to “take off” the instant the pitcher
releases the ball, then place several carpet squares along the first base

Return to TOC

81



82

FIGURE 4.1 When
kids are aware that
the coach is present
and attentive, many
discipline problems
are pre-empted,
especially when
they know the coach
expects them to live
up to the standards
of the team.
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path to simulate bases and have several runners practice the takeoff si-
multaneously while watching the pitcher’s motion. Eliminating inactiv-
ity can substantially reduce discipline problems.

PROPER SUPERVISION

A public display of supervision also affects discipline and control. When
athletes are aware the coach is watching, their behavior is more disci-
plined, especially if behavioral expectations have previously been clearly
established by the coach. (Figure 4.1) Supervision also permits a greater
awareness of potential discipline problems before they actually occur.
Pre-emptive interventions can occur before minor disruptions become
major and require disciplinary action. Recognizing that athletes have
started clowning around, identifying inactivity and boredom, or observ-
ing that a drill is not working as planned, all allow early interventions if
the coach maintains continual alert general supervision. Coaches who
become distracted with conversations with other coaches or with specta-
tors fail to maintain proper supervision and often fail to detect the early
warning signs leading to disruptive behavior by their athletes.

PROMPTING

“Practice is over! Let’s gather up the equipment.” Such prompts avoids
having to scold athletes for walking away from practice without cleaning
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up. “Dressing time, five minutes,” prompts the beginning of the physical
workout without having to reprimand athletes for arriving late.

MINIMIZE DISTRACTIONS

Another potential obstacle is the presence of distractions within the en-
vironment. Practice sessions often occur in less than perfect situations.
Several teams may share the same field or gymnasium. Even under the
best of circumstances, the noise levels created by the presence of oth-
ers and young athletes’ natural inclination to “see what the other kids
are doing” can present serious obstacles to the smooth functioning of
a workout. While these obstacles cannot be completely removed, many
of their effects can be minimized. For example, provide instruction by
standing in such a position that the athletes have to turn their backs to
the distraction to face you as the coach. (Figure 4.2.) If young basketball
players are holding basketballs while you are providing instruction, have
them sit on the balls or hold them in their laps, to prevent their natural
response of bouncing the balls instead of focusing on your instructions.

COACH PROXIMITY

Another factor with a major effect on athlete behavior is the coach’s
proximity to the athletes. Many problems can be corrected or entirely
avoided by simply adjusting one’s physical location. Moving closer to
athletes whose attention has wandered often helps them refocus their
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attention to the desired learning task. Coaches should always try to posi-
tion themselves in such a manner that the entire group is within their
field of vision. Maintaining an atmosphere of control and careful super-
vision is one of the most effective methods of avoiding misbehavior.

RULES

Rules are necessary in all learning situations because they define the
boundaries of acceptable behavior. The exact number and type of rules
will vary with the team and the sport. Two points, however, are crucial:
First, rules should be clear and concise. Regardless of whether the rules
are arrived at democratically or autocratically, they should be simple and
clearly understood by everyone involved. Second, the list of rules should
be limited. There should be no more rules than absolutely necessary for
the maintenance of a productive learning environment. Fewer rules are
more likely to be fairly and consistently enforced. Use rules as standards
to be lived up to rather than regulations to be enforced.

Involving your athletes in the development and enforcement of
rules is desirable for two reasons: First, when young athletes have a part
in developing rules, they are more likely to develop a sense of respon-
sibility and self-direction, and second, athletes respond better to rules
they have helped formulate.

The manner in which the rules are explained to the athletes is as
important as the manner in which they were developed. While all rules
should be explained verbally, recollection of such explanations tends to
dim with time, especially with younger athletes. Thus, the provision of
regular verbal reinforcement and posted written reminders is important.
Safety rules and rules of conduct should be prominently and perma-
nently posted.

Rules should, whenever possible, be expressed in positive terms. A
soccer team’s rule that simply states “Shin guards must be worn at all
times,” is more clear and concise than one that states “No one may par-
ticipate in practice or games unless they are wearing shin guards.” Lists
of all the don’ts tend to create a feeling of oppression and restrictiveness.
Lists of the dos provide the security of knowing what is expected. Posting
what athletes are expected to do gives more guidance than listing those
things they may not do.

Negotiable vs. Non-Negotiable Rules. Rules pertaining to safety
and team values are often considered to be absolute - i.e., non-negotia-
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ble. A catcher’s mask is to be worn when a player is catching behind the
plate with a batter in the batting box — no exceptions! Treating team-
mates with respect regardless of a player’s skill level is expected at all
times. Bullying and hazing are absolutely forbidden. These are examples
of non-negotiable rules. There are certain circumstances where rules can
and should be occasionally modified. During exam periods at school,
attendance requirements at practice might be relaxed somewhat or the
length of the training sessions might be reduced.

Coach’s Personal Style and Attitude

What distinguishes successful from unsuccessful disciplinary approach-
es often lies in the style of interaction between the coach and the ath-
letes. This interaction is determined by both the coach’s attitude toward
himself and his attitude toward his athletes.

CONFIDENCE

The best coaches tend to feel comfortable and confident while coaching.
While confidence is clearly a product of successful prior experiences, it
is also related to the way that a coach perceives the athletes. Insecure
coaches often perceive athletes as threats, problems, or intrusions. Con-
fident coaches view their athletes as being basically good and capable of
productive learning so long as their energies and interests are properly
channeled. Such coaches select and develop coaching styles that meet
the needs of the athletes yet still fit comfortably within the constraints
imposed by the coaches’ personalities and preferences.

The key to building self-confidence is not a belief that I, as a coach
“need to know everything,” but rather a belief that I am capable of improv-
ing. “I may not know exactly what to do and how to behave on my first
day of coaching — even after having read this book — but I can learn some-
thing every day and tomorrow will be even more successful than today!”

Coaches should develop a variety of techniques for controlling and
modifying athlete behaviors. Coaches who have multiple tools for deal-
ing with discipline are likely to feel more confident. Such confidence in-
creases the likelihood that a coach can relax and evaluate options in the
midst of disruptions and, thus, be more likely to make effective choices.
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FIGURE 4.3
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of an attitude than
a specific skill or
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COMMUNICATION SKILLS

Effective communication is more of an attitude than it is specific com-
munication techniques. (Figure 4.3.) Coaches whose attitudes reflect a
desire to understand, an acceptance of others, and an expectation of
mutual respect are likely to be perceived as effective communicators.
Nonetheless, specific communication techniques such as active listen-
ing, assertiveness skills, body language, and knowing how to send un-
ambiguous messages are extremely useful tools for enhancing commu-
nication effectiveness.

Effective communication is important not only because it permits
the sending of accurate information but also because it tends to enhance
the coach’s credibility among the athletes. Coaches whose credibility is
high tend to be sought out by athletes. Their approval and attention is
seen as valuable. Thus, effective communicators have an effective disci-
plinary tool of withdrawing their attention and/or approval from those
young athletes who misbehave. Such a withdrawal has little effect on
athletes who do not see the coach’s attention as valuable. Poor com-
municators often resort to yelling and harassment as a means of dealing
with their athletes.

MODELING

Coaches are clearly primary role models for young athletes. Displaying
self-control and composure when things go wrong (such as a controver-
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sial close call by an official that goes against you) serves as a powerful
example of proper behavior. Athletes who exhibit such self-control and
composure tend to have fewer errors and fewer penalties in high-pres-
sure situations where becoming flustered undermines performance and
hinders decision making.

An Ounce Of Prevention...Doesn’t Always Work

Despite concerted efforts to prevent discipline problems, some athletes
will, on occasion, misbehave. When this occurs, the coach is usually
faced with two distinct challenges. First, order must be restored, and
second, the cause of the problem must be eliminated or dealt with to
prevent a recurrence of the same or similar misbehavior. Some actions
that curtail misbehavior in the short run may, in the long run, actually
encourage offenders to repeat those inappropriate behaviors. A sarcas-
tic comment may immediately stop an athlete’s clowning behavior, but
the embarrassment and resentment from such a public humiliation may
well produce additional misbehavior by athletes who hold a resentment
or who attempt to regain status in the eyes of teammates. Before select-
ing and implementing disciplinary actions, effective coaches analyze the
problem - that is, think before you act!

Analyzing the Problem

There are two major categories of misbehavior. An individual either does
something that has been prohibited or fails to do something that has
been required. In either case, the alternative solutions must be based
upon the probable cause(s) of the problem.

IS THE APPROPRIATE BEHAVIOR POSSIBLE?

The first question should be, “Is the desired behavior within the capacity
of the child?” When the answer to this question is no, then disciplining
your young athletes will not solve the problem and should not even be
considered. Expecting 6-year-olds to work independently on drills and
skills for any extended length of time is unrealistic. However, 8-year-
olds can be taught independence skills using progressions just as would
be done when teaching physical sport skills. Having 8-year-olds stretch
for 20 minutes by themselves with only general supervision is normally

thought to be unrealistic. However, by using progressions, such behavior
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can be successfully taught. Have them stretch for 2 minutes by them-
selves using drills that they are familiar with, followed the next week
with 5 minutes, followed ultimately by 20 minutes of such independent
work. While general supervision is always required for liability and safe-
ty reasons, the use of such progressions can develop behavior that would
normally not be expected until the athletes were significantly older and
more mature.

IS THE MISBEHAVIOR REWARDING?

Strange as it may sound at first, some young athletes may find the atten-
tion they receive for misbehaving so satisfying that they are willing to
tolerate whatever punishment may be imposed. In such cases, again the
strategy is conceptually quite simple: Remove the rewards. Unfortunate-
ly, simple does not always translate as easy. For example, other members
of the team may be rewarding the negative behavior. Moreover, when
inappropriate behavior results in an increased social status within the
team, the punishment from the coach is often ineffective and may actu-
ally increase the status of the offender. Solutions lie in modifying the
attitude of the team members so that team members, as a group, tend to
discourage rather than reward behavioral problems. A team talk about
the problem can help to develop desirable attitudes toward team disci-
pline. A final possibility is that the coach’s own reaction to the misbe-
havior is rewarding. If a coach gets flustered, becomes involved in bick-
ering, or exchanges sarcastic remarks, there is a strong likelihood that
the coach can be unwittingly fostering misbehavior because some team
members like the drama.

Perhaps the worst approach for dealing with misbehavior is to at-
tempt to correct that misbehavior and fail. Coaches who set out to cor-
rect a situation should not stop until they have succeeded. Coaches who
say “Stop!” but fail to follow through until the behavior ceases are, in ef-
fect, telling athletes that the directive is not going to be enforced. Young
athletes will search for the enforceable behavioral limits, which may be
quite different from the desired limits expressed by the coach.

WHAT CONDITIONS MAINTAIN THE MISBEHAVIOR?

In some situations, events preceding or following the behavior may actu-
ally be fostering it. If two athletes who regularly sit together continually
disrupt practice with horseplay, then separating them or selecting one of
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them to be coached one-on-one may substantially reduce the misbehav-
ior displayed by both.

HAS SOMETHING BEEN OMITTED?

When a young athlete’s behavior fails to meet the coach’s expectations,
the coach should investigate the possibility that some factor or factors
beyond the athlete’s control might be causing or contributing to the
problem. For instance, the problem might be created because the athletes
do not know what is expected of them. Have the rules of conduct been
clearly defined? Have the rules been explained to the entire team? When
was the last time the coach followed up the punishment of misbehavior
with a statement outlining the behaviors that are expected? Are the rules
posted to serve as a reminder? The answers to these and other similar
questions could very well provide simple discipline solutions to many
behavior problems.

Empathetic Strictness

Probably the single most important characteristic of successful youth
sport coaches is empathy — an understanding and awareness of the situ-
ations experienced by young, developing athletes. Effective coaches
help their athletes set high standards, that require strict self-discipline
to achieve those high standards yet do so without becoming harsh, pu-
nitive taskmasters who appear insensitive to the needs and feelings of
those young athletes. You can achieve the proper balance by incorporat-
ing the following three concepts into your coaching.

First, present demands as opportunities. Such an approach can
dramatically affect whether athletes perceive these standards as positive
or negative. The athletes’ perceptions and feelings can greatly influence
their acceptance of the coach’s standards. Their reactions are likely to
be more positive to a demand that states, “As soon as everyone is in
position, we'll start the game;” as opposed to, “No one gets to play until
everyone is in position!” The actual demand is identical in both cases
but is presented as an opportunity in the first case and as a punishment
in the second.

Second, strictness does not preempt empathy. Strictness involves
clearly defined demands and then rewarding athletes only when those
demands have been met. A coach can actively support and encourage an
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athlete to meet a demanding standard without lowering those standards.
Having high and clear-cut standards is not incompatible with showing
empathy or understanding the difficulties faced by the athlete. Empa-
thy, however, is not sympathy. A coach can express concern for the
athlete without expressing pity or condescension and without feeling
badly that the athlete had a difficult challenge to meet. For example,
an athlete who must make a fixed number of successful attempts before
ending a daily practice may encounter difficulty with completing the
assignment. An empathetic but demanding coach may express concern
for the athlete’s feelings but still require the successful completion of the
assignment before permitting the practice to end, often providing extra
assistance to the struggling athlete.

Third, effective coaches distinguish between authority and au-
thoritarianism. The coach is the ultimate source of authority within
the team and must retain the balance of power for maintaining a safe,
effective learning environment. In fact, athletes often seek out such firm
authority, particularly in situations where they are uncertain as to how
to behave?. The selective use of power as a technique to help athletes
overcome difficulties such as fatigue, fear, or uncertainty is often per-
ceived as desirable by the athletes. The unilateral use of power and au-
thority by the coach is sometimes necessary and desirable — for example,
when safety is involved.

Nonetheless, effective coaches permit as much self-direction and
sharing of authority as their athletes can effectively handle. The inflex-
ible use of power without consideration for the athletes’ needs for some
personal control over their roles as athletes is a major cause of athlete
resentment and rebellion. Strictness and high expectations are not the
defining characteristics of authoritarianism; inflexibility is what sets au-
thoritarianism apart from legitimate authority and discipline.

Consistency is not the automatic application of the same rule to ev-
ery athlete regardless of the circumstances. Consistency is the similar ap-
plication of a standard to similar athletes in similar situations regardless of
whether that application is convenient or not or whether that application
requires special efforts. For example, a coach who disciplines an athlete
differently depending upon whether that athlete’s parents are present is
most likely inconsistent. On the other hand, a coach who gives an athlete
who is unaware of a policy a second chance can be very consistent if that
“second chance” policy is applied uniformly to all athletes who were origi-
nally unaware of a policy or team rule.
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The Reward-Punishment Connection

Rewards and punishments are intricately related. If you can give some-
thing positive (a reward), you can also choose not to give it (a punish-
ment when it is expected). If you can impose a sanction (a punishment),
you can also remove that sanction (a reward). Rewards and punishments
are simply two different sides to the same coin. (Figure 4.4.)

This point is important because positive reinforcement is some-
times mistakenly thought to be the essential aspect of a positive coach-
ing program while punishment is thought to be part of a harsh or nega-
tive program. In actuality, both reward and punishment are essential
parts of positive instruction and both can be misused and, thus, be
ineffective and negative. Unearned praise and rewards can be just as
disruptive in the long run to the development of a positive coaching
climate as can harsh, inappropriate punishment.

Many parents and coaches believe that rewards are good and
should be used while punishment is bad and should be avoided. How-
ever, punishment is a naturally occurring phenomenon that should not
be ignored. Stubbing your toe tends to encourage you to look carefully
where you walk. Not playing defense allows your opponent to score the
winning goal.

From a coaching perspective, punishment involves the application
of something unpleasant or the removal of something pleasant. As a
general rule, punishment tends to bring about an immediate cessation of
the unwanted behavior, but it may fail to eliminate or reduce the factors
that prompted those behaviors. While punishment tends to stop unac-
ceptable behaviors, it does not, in and of itself, give guidance concerning
what type of behavior should replace the bad behavior. To be most ef-
fective, punishment should initially be accompanied by an explanation
of why it is being imposed and what type of behavior is expected in the
future. However, once the athletes fully comprehend the rationale, con-
tinued explanations of “why” are no longer useful.

Too much punishment tends to produce a general restriction of be-
havior, increased anxiety levels, and a hostile team climate. Coaches can
avoid much unpleasantness by clearly distinguishing between punish-
able offenses and those that can be handled effectively in other ways.
Also, effective coaches indicate clearly that the athlete’s misbehavior is
the focus of the displeasure, not the athlete himself.
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Paradoxically, removing rewards that generated misbehaviors often
increase that behavior temporarily. The absence of the expected reward
produces rigorous attempts to regain the reward. Only when it becomes
obvious the reward is “gone forever,” does the undesired behavior sub-
side. For example, a coach recognizes that his youngsters have been
clowning around to gain his attention. To eliminate the inappropriate
behavior, the coach withholds his attention; but rather than decreasing
their horseplay, the athletes redouble their efforts in vain attempts to
regain his attention before finally stopping the behavior.

THE EFFECTIVE USE OF PUNISHMENT
Punishment can be effective if the following guidelines are kept in mind:

1. It is most effective when it interrupts or immediately follows the
undesirable behavior.

2. It should be applied with firmness and consistency.

3. Threats that cannot or will not be carried out are ineffective and
should be avoided.

4. Vague references to some unspecified punishment are also
ineffective.

5. Unless you can be sure that the entire team is responsible, mass
punishment should be avoided. It tends to be unfair to non-
offenders, offers no real educational advantage, and, despite the
social pressure from teammates to conform, it often forces the
coach and the team into adversary roles.

6. Exercise or extra work should rarely be used as punishment.
Avoidance responses brought on by such punishment are
frequently generalized to an entire activity, thereby undermining
the enjoyment of the sport.

7. Avoid public censure. Vince Lombardi, the famous Green Bay
Packers football coach, has been credited with saying: “Praise in
public, punish in private.” Embarrassment is the worst form of
punishment and virtually guarantees resentment and/or rebellion.

8. Punishment for inappropriate behavior is most effective when
rewards are simultaneously available for appropriate alternative
behaviors that the athlete sees as producing the same results.
For example, punishing the clowning behavior that had gained
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recognition from teammates works better if the punishment is
coupled with public praise from the coach for working hard at
team-related drills.

Positive Discipline Techniques

Effective coaches have a variety of positive discipline techniques that
they can draw on when the behavior of their athletes is disruptive.

“IF..., THEN...” CONTINGENCIES

These are simple but powerful conditions under which athletes can earn
rewards or privileges. If we complete the drills, then we can scrimmage.
If you sit quietly and maintain eye contact with me, then the instruc-
tion will start. If the assignment is completed within the allotted time,
then you’ll have free time to rest or work on something you’d like to
improve. Effective contingencies involve more than merely dispensing
rewards and punishments. The coach must have a clear idea of:

a. What is the specific target behavior to be developed or
eliminated. Rather than telling your players if you hustle more,
then we’ll scrimmage, the target behavior should be expressed
in more concrete terms such as, “If you finish 10 of these drills
within the next 5 minutes, we’ll scrimmage for the final 20
minutes of practice.”

b. What is the specific contingency; i.e., the “if..., then...”
relationship. “If you are dressed and ready to start at the
designated time, then when you ask for help on a specific skill, I'll
spend coaching time with you.”

c. What are the least intrusive rewards that are effective for
that particular athlete or group of athletes. A smile, a verbal
acknowledgment, or a pat on the back are often more effective
than an ice cream break that disrupts the continuity of the
practice session.

“SEE ME AFTER"

If an athlete is misbehaving or clowning around during a team talk,
rather than stop the meeting to discipline a single youngster, simply say
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to the offender, “Jimmy, see me after practice.” First, you have acknowl-
edged there is a problem so that Jimmy’s teammates realize he is “not
getting away with anything.” Second, you are not forced to disrupt what
you are doing with the athletes who are already behaving well. Third,
Jimmy has just been placed on notice that his misbehavior is going to be
dealt with at some point in the near future. He literally has to “sweat it
out” until after practice before finding out what the consequences of his
misbehavior will be.

TIME-OUTS

A time-out simply holds a youngster out of a desired activity for a short
period of time. If, after a warning, a youngster is still disobeying or fool-
ing around, he or she can be told to sit out for a brief period of time.
Time-outs work only when the youngster wants to be involved with the
activity. They don’t work if the youngster is avoiding an activity because
of fear, embarrassment, or shyness. In such cases, the time-outs can actu-
ally become a reward rather than a punishment. Likewise, for youngsters
who are daydreaming, time-outs allow more of the same behavior. To be
effective, time-outs should be brief with the athlete sitting off by herself
in a relatively sterile environment where she can still be supervised by
the coach but is no longer the center of attention. Time-outs are particu-
larly effective for misbehavior that is reinforced by the presence of others.
They are relatively ineffective for behaviors that are self-stimulating such
as daydreaming or for negative behavior that serve as an escape from a
boring task or a frustrating task beyond a young athlete’s skill level.

TIME AND PLACE

Sometimes athletes display behaviors that are not permitted on the field
but often occur in other settings such as the locker room where the
coach’s immediate supervision is not always possible or at home where
the coach’s supervision is not appropriate. If an athlete swears at practice
or a game and if that behavior is unacceptable to you, that athlete can be
brought to the sideline and told, “Perhaps swearing is permissible else-
where, but in our practices, it is unacceptable.” Often that approach is
sufficient in and of itself to teach an athlete that such behavior is not tol-
erated in the team’s practices. A reference to “our practices” can draw the
athletes into the team’s standards rather than simply having the coach’s
standards imposed upon him or her.



Positive Discipline and Young Athletes

CONTINGENT PUNISHMENT

Contingent punishment, as the name implies, involves dispensing pun-
ishment contingent on the occurrence of the problem behavior. Just as
with positive reinforcers, a number of factors influence the effectiveness
of the punishment contingency. Punishment that is consistent, imme-
diate, and clearly linked to the behavior is more effective than punish-
ment that is inconsistent, delayed, or ambiguously related to the behav-
ior. Punishment can appear in various forms: material (loss of candy),
social (disapproval), activity (loss of the opportunity to participate in a
favored activity), symbolic (demerits), and covert (shame or guilt). Just
as with positive rewards, the nonmaterial punishments are usually more
appropriate in most coaching settings.

WITHDRAWN ATTENTION

This technique focuses on the removal of a desired reinforcement when-
ever the athlete misbehaves. A coach who explicitly does not coach an
athlete for a set period of time because the athlete was not prompt or
failed to pay attention to instruction is teaching the athlete that misbe-
havior costs that athlete instructional time with the coach.

DIFFERENTIAL REINFORCEMENT

This technique refers to simultaneously giving positive reinforcement for
the desired behavior while withdrawing reinforcement or applying pun-
ishment for the negative behavior. Frequently, undesired behavior has
sources of reinforcement over which the coach has little or no control.
Thus, differential reinforcement also exists when the coach attempts to
counter the rewards for the misbehavior with more potent rewards for
the desired behaviors. The application of differential reinforcement is
one of the most powerful reinforcement tools at the coach’s disposal.
Ditferential reinforcement not only provides information about “what to
do” and “what not to do” but also provides a contingent payoff for select-
ing the desired behavior and eliminating the misbehavior. Verbal praise
for paying attention to detailed instructions coupled with the admoni-
tion that failure to focus will result in our doing that same drill again
until it has been mastered illustrates differential reinforcement.

WHISPER AND WAIT

Surprise the athletes by speaking in a whisper, then pause briefly to gain
their attention rather than constantly exhorting them to “Listen up!”
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The change in volume and uncomfortable silence usually draws imme-
diate attention to your instructions and athletes who cannot hear often
“shush” teammates into paying attention.

PROMPT INCOMPATIBLE CHOICES

Give the athlete a choice of one or more activities that are incompatible
with the misbehavior. If athletes are running around, not paying atten-
tion, ask “would you like to start with batting practice or fielding?” Of-
fering two choices decreases the likelihood of their simply saying “No,
we don’t want to do that,” and offers behaviors that preclude the misbe-
havior. As the coach, you can also prompt the decision making by say-
ing, “You choose, or I'll choose for you.”

Is There a Best Way?

Hopefully, this chapter’s discussion of discipline makes clear that there
is no single best way to approach behavioral problems and behavioral
control. Because disciplinary approaches are subject to a wide range of
variables, any given course of action or combination of approaches may
work beautifully at some times for some coaches and fail miserably at
other times when attempted by a different coach. Therefore, coaches
should work consistently to develop multiple tools for controlling and
modifying athlete behaviors. Having back-up plans provides you with
multiple solutions, increasing your confidence that you can evaluate op-
tions and handle disruptions effectively.

When first meeting a new group of athletes, it is best to begin with
a more authoritative approach and gradually increase the involvement
of athletes as they demonstrate responsibility and self-control. The old
maxim is quite true. Controls are easier to loosen than to tighten. Fur-
ther, increased responsibility tends to be interpreted as a privilege to
be enjoyed within definable limits. This is a comfortable experience for
most athletes and one to which they usually respond favorably. Many
new coaches fear that if they are strict in their approach to control they
will not be liked. This is simply not true. Athletes will, in fact, often
interpret the absence of sufficient control as failure of the coach to be
in charge of the situation. The athletes then seek to establish their own
limits of behavioral freedom, resulting in a very trying experience for
both coaches and athletes alike.
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YOUR TURN
What Positive Discipline Techniques Do You Use?

While lists concerning complex subjects rarely can be

considered complete, lists can help simplify and organize what

might otherwise be an overwhelming amount of material. Here

are 20 simple guidelines that can influence discipline:

1.

Establish your authority early. In other words, be prepared;
know what you want done; confront discipline problems
early before they get worse.

2. Relate in a warm, natural way, but never as a peer.

3. Get to know all of the athletes by name and develop an

understanding of their individual and collective personalities
as quickly as possible. The best coaching behaviors are
those that are clearly directed at specific individuals.

Talk less. Keep in mind that while you are speaking, your
athletes are less likely to be involved and participating.
Furthermore, effective communication is based as much
on effective listening skills as on verbal skills. Talk with
your athletes not at them.

. Avoid screaming. A firm, confident request or statement

is usually far more effective than violent, threatening
demands.

Avoid sarcasm. Show the same respect that you wish to
receive.

Use corrective behaviors that are different from the
ordinary. The greatest impact is usually achieved by such
behaviors. Silence, a sharp command, a scowl, or a simple
clap of the hands are all effective means of correcting
misbehavior in the proper circumstance as long as they are
not used repeatedly.

Try to view the problem from the athlete’s frame of
reference and always keep in mind the possibility that
something you are doing may be the cause. Assume
initially that there had to be a justifiable reason.

Avoid public criticism. Although public praise can be very

effective, scolding an athlete in public is usually a poor
choice of action.
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10.

11.

12.
13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

Develop a direct and sincere approach to praise. If an
athlete is told what they did well and why, there is a
greater likelihood that the approved behavior will be
repeated. Do not give praise when it is undeserved. Praise
must be an earned reward.

Have a sense of humor but do not make learning a joke
or use humor that is insulting to either yourself or the
athletes.

Be enthusiastic and encourage enthusiasm.

Be fair with attention, praise, and opportunities. Fairness
does not necessarily mean equal but rather that every
athlete has an equal opportunity to earn such attention or
praise within his or her skill or maturity level.

Give your athletes your complete attention when you are
speaking to them. Such attention is a sign of respect for

both the athlete and what that athlete has to say. Those

who wish to receive respect must be willing to give it.

Say no without feeling guilty; say yes without feeling
resentment. If you are uncertain what you wish to decide,
say “I'll think about it and get back to you by...” Then
follow through by the deadline.

Do not be afraid to say “I don't know"; or “lI made a
mistake” when it is appropriate to do so. Acknowledging
errors without being apologetic will usually enhance your
credibility, not detract from it.

Delegate responsibility in doses that your athletes can
handle and from which they can learn. Most athletes will
live up to your expectations if your expectations are based
on a realistic assessment of their skills and maturity.

Be predictable. Predictability does not mean that your
behavior is always the same. It means that your reactions
to your athletes’ behavior is consistent.

Be a model when it counts -- when there is pressure.



Positive Discipline and Young Athletes

20. Discipline quickly and briefly without holding a grudge.
Welcome the athlete back as an equal member of the
team once the punishment has been administered.

Which of these 20 guidelines are already part of your coaching
style? Which do you want to work on?

The Ripple Effect

The effects of a disciplinary action often go far beyond the particular
athlete or athletes being disciplined and may affect the overall motiva-
tional climate of the entire team. The coach’s style can have a profound
influence on both the disciplined athletes and other team members.
Good coaches set limits and recognize that positive control and positive
discipline enhance rather than detract from the learning environment.
Effective disciplinarians act rather than react. Positive discipline tends
to increase the stature and respect of the coach in the eyes of the athletes.
On the other hand, if the coach becomes visibly flustered and angry with
a misbehaving athlete, the entire team is likely to become upset. Team
members may perceive the coach as having lost some measure of control
and the positive learning environment may, at least temporarily, be lost.
If athletes feel publicly embarrassed, they may respond with face saving
devices such as sarcasm or defiance even if done so out of sight of the
coach. In such circumstances a ripple effect is set in motion affecting
the entire team. Effective coaches maintain their dignity and poise while
simultaneously allowing athletes to maintain their self respect. Team
members who perceive the coach as fair minded and interested in their
welfare will submit more readily to the coach’s judgment and control
and the ripple effect will tend to work in the coach’s favor. (Figure 4.5.)
Respect cannot be demanded. It must be earned and continually
nurtured. Without it, coaching can degenerate into a constant battle for
situational control. If a public conflict appears unavoidable, assign the
rest of the team another activity while dealing with the situation quietly,
off to the side. On occasion, a coach may overreact or be unduly abrupt
or unfair. If that has occurred, the coach should admit to the error. At-
tempting to hide the obvious or covering an error with a show of
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FIGURE 4.5. Your
response to an
incident with one
athlete often has
repercussions for
the entire team.

power diminishes the respect for the coach in the eyes of the athletes.
Honesty and sincerity tend to increase it and, more importantly, prevent
the ripple of bad feelings that sweeps through a team when one member
is perceived as having been treated unjustly or too harshly.

Finally, the goal of good teachers and coaches is to help the athlete
understand the natural, logical negative consequences of misbehavior.
This development is an essential aspect of learning both self-discipline
and an appreciation of rewards for appropriate behavior. Do the athletes
recognize that benefits are likely to occur if rules and standards of behav-
ior are upheld? Conversely, do they anticipate any negative consequences
associated with noncompliance? In short, how will the athlete benefit? Is
there a consistent system of reward and punishment? Effective coaches
use a complementary blend of reward and punishment to guide athletes’
behaviors toward productive and responsible behaviors.
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oal setting is one of the most effective techniques for enhancing
G motivation. Goals set direction. Goals tell us what to do. They
increase effort, persistence, and the quality of performance. Goals
require athletes and coaches to develop specific techniques for how to
achieve those goals once they have been set.

On the other hand, sport psychologists have recently found that
under certain circumstances and for certain personal styles (called
goal orientations), goal setting can actually undermine motivation. This
chapter will cover specific goal setting techniques, describe the various
types of goal orientations your athletes are likely to have, and outline
goal setting strategies for coaches that are effective with the different

goal orientations.

Goal Setting

Virtually every athlete and coach, at times during their athletic experience,
have set goals. What attributes distinguish effective goals? How are goals
set? What types of goals have the greatest impact on success in sports?

A major role of coaches is to help young athletes recognize the
many possible goal-setting domains -- that is, to broaden the athletes’
perception of those areas in which goal setting can be an effective tool.
To name only a few of the possible goal setting domains, goals can be
set to:

enhance fitness
improve attendance
increase intensity
promote sportsmanship
develop team spirit
find more free time

to establish consistency

PERFORMANCE, PROCESS AND OUTCOME GOALS

Sport psychologists have identified three important types of goals: Per-
formance, Process and Outcome.!

Return to TOC
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Performance goals focus on goals that can be achieved primazr-
ily by the individual or team. That is, they are primarily influenced by
the skill, effort and decisions of the athletes themselves. Achieving such
goals is essentially independent of what competitors or officials do or
do not do. They are relatively independent of the influence of others.
Throwing a baseball to second base is primarily a performance goal re-
gardless of how fast the runner sprints or how effectively the first base-
man fields the ball.

Outcome goals are influenced to a great extent by factors outside
of the athlete’s direct control. Whether I win the game is determined to
a great extent by the skill of the opponents, the skill of one’s teammates
and the lucky or unlucky bounce of the ball. In other words, factors out-
side of the individual’s direct control. Successfully throwing the runner
out at first base is controlled substantially by the first baseman’s ability
to catch the thrown baseball, not to mention the speed of the runner.
Athletes may have outstanding performances but not win because others
have performed even better. Conversely, they may perform poorly yet
still win if all others perform even more poorly.

Process goals are essentially performance goals used as stepping
stones to achieve a more sport-related performance goal. Process goals
are similar to mastery goals in that they are performances which the
athlete can control. However, they are a means to an end. Working to
improve my strength (general, process goal) so that I can throw the ball
faster to first base (sport-related, process goal) is a stepping stone to suc-
cessfully throwing the runner out (sport-related performance goal) and
ultimately winning the game (sport-related outcome goal). Similarly,
increasing one’s leg strength (process goal) allows a football linesman
more success in driving back an opponent. Once the leg strength has
been mastered, effectively driving the opposing linesman backward now
becomes a process goal that permits the running back to gain more yard-
age, the mastery goal. Gaining more yardage can then become a process
goal that is likely to lead to more scoring (now a mastery goal) that, in
turn, leads to more wins. Thus, what is a process goal or a mastery goal
often depends upon the stage of learning of the athletes.

The three goal characteristics are clearly related. I do strength drills
to get stronger (general, process goal) so that I can swim the length of the
pool in fewer strokes (sport-related process goal) so that I can swim faster
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(sport-related performance goal) so that [ can win the race (sport related
outcome goal). Be careful not to think of these characteristics as separate
categories of goals because virtually all goals have all three elements.
In the example of a baseball performance goal used earlier, throwing a
baseball to second base is primarily a performance goal BUT successfully
throwing the runner out is highly dependent upon the runner’s speed
and the first baseman’s fielding skills.

Effective goal setting takes into consideration what the athlete
can actually control. This judgment requires an understanding that the
distinction between performance and outcome is a sliding scale based
upon the athlete’s ability, skill and experience. Coaches and athletes
must make realistic judgments how much of a specific goal is within the
athlete’s ability to control. For example, if a baseball player’s skill is simi-
lar to the skill level of a pitcher, the goal of making a hit is reasonably
within his control but even this goal is partially controlled by the skills
of the other defensive players. If the pitcher is much more skilled than
the batter, the goal of getting a hit shifts to more of an outcome goal. If
the batter’s goal shifted to simply making solid contact with a pitched
ball, his control over his performance is further increased, but even here
part of the performance is controlled by the skills of the pitcher. Finally,
if his goal is focused on maintaining a correct stance or swinging at only
strikes, the control of the performance is almost entirely his, unless a
physical disability prevents even that basic control! (Figure 5.1)

Since goals can be set that have varying degrees of personal control,
coaches and athletes must make practical judgments concerning how
much control is necessary for the athlete to feel in command of his suc-
cess rate. For example, the ability of a pitcher to throw a strike is jointly
determined by the pitcher’s ability to throw the ball within the strike
zone and the umpire’s ability to make a split second decision whether
the pitch was in that strike zone. That umpire’s judgment is outside the
pitcher’s control. On the other hand, the young pitcher’s ability to main-
tain his composure after a “bad” call by the umpire can be almost en-
tirely within the athlete’s ability to control, especially if such composure
has been previously taught by the adult coach and now valued by the
young player!

To effectively set performance goals, the coach and athlete must
recognize what are the causal factors which determine an outcome.
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FIGURE 5.1
Effective throwing
requires proper
foot placement
(the cause) before
making the
successful throw
(the outcome).

Coaching only the outcome is analogous to a doctor treating a symptom
without dealing with the underlying causes of that symptom. If a doc-
tor treats the symptom such as a fever without treating the underlying
infection, improvement, if any, is likely to be superficial and temporary
because the underlying cause still persists. Coaches should look beyond
the outcomes (the symptoms) to the causes of success that lie within the
ability of the athlete to control. A baseball outfielder who throws weak-
ly and off direction, may not be planting her feet properly before the
throw. Coaching the athlete to “hit the cut off man” illustrates coaching
the symptom of the error. Little improvement is likely to occur since the
causal factor is the improper positioning of the player’s feet. Giving her
a goal to plant her feet firmly (“step and throw”) is much more likely to
result in improved performance than telling her that her throw is weak
or off-line, something that she probably already realizes.

The following portion of this chapter briefly outlines “tried and
true,” well-established techniques that successful coaches have used for
decades for setting effective goals.
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Basic Goal Setting Techniques?

SET SPECIFIC, MEASURABLE GOALS

Effective goals are specific and measurable. Goals stated in the form of
“I want to be the best that I can be!” or “I want to improve my perfor-
mance,” are positive sounding but vague and difficult to achieve. Anoth-
er important aspect of measurable goals is that athletes must establish
a baseline from which to measure improvement. Improvement is more
difficult if athletes do not have a clear idea of their starting points.

Set Demanding but Realistic Goals

Effective goals are perceived as challenging not threatening. A challeng-
ing goal is difficult but attainable within a reasonable amount of time,
effort, or ability. A threat is perceived when the goal is seen as beyond
one’s ability. Athletes may set unrealistic goals for at least four reasons.
First, they may not have a clear understanding of their ability or the
requirements of the task because of their inexperience or lack of matu-
rity. Second, they may be setting goals based upon the expectations of
others (parents or coaches). Third, they may be basing their judgments
on being in peak condition, not considering limiting factors such as ill-
nesses or injuries. Fourth, they may have experienced an exceptional
performance that is virtually impossible to duplicate. Goals based upon
a current baseline of actual performance recorded during the past two
weeks are likely to be realistic.

When in doubt about your athlete’s ability to achieve a specific
goal, set the goal lower rather than higher. Why such a contra-intuitive
recommendation? Because it is easier to set a higher goal upon successful
completion of a goal than it is to lower a goal that turns out to be un-
achievable. Lowering goals can demotivate the athlete and undermine
the credibility of the coach. Successful completion of a goal that subse-
quently leads to a higher goal can be quite motivating because “success
breeds success!”

Set Both Long- and Short-Term Goals

Both long- and short-term goals provide direction but short-term goals
appear to have the greatest motivational effects. Long-term goals are
still very important in providing an overall blueprint for the short-term
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goals, but the more distant a goal seems, the less energizing effect it is
likely to have. Athletes perceive short-term goals as more readily attain-
able and should view them as stepping-stones to achieve the more dis-
tant long-term goals. The accomplishment of a short-term goal becomes
the baseline for the next short-term goal. Just as importantly, unrealis-
tic short-term goals, because of their immediacy, are easier to recognize
than unrealistic long-term goals. Once recognized, unrealistic goals can
be modified before substantial, valuable practice time has been lost. If
the long-term goal is to bat .300, the short-term goals might be to reduce
the number of called third strikes or to practice hitting the ball toward
the gap between the third baseman and the shortstop.

Set Positive Goals

Positive is linked with good while negative connotes bad. However, posi-
tive goals go far beyond these connotations. First, positive goals tell us
what to do rather than what not to do. Negative goals direct our attention
to the errors we wish to avoid. Try telling someone not to think of pink
elephants! Second, there are typically far more factors to be avoided than
need to be done to successfully perform a skill. Knowing what to do al-
lows an athlete to focus on fewer concerns rather than on all the variety
of things that might go wrong. Third, positive goals also require coaches
and athletes to decide how they will reach those specific goals; in other
words, they must problem solve to determine what are the specific strate-
gies and techniques necessary to accomplish what they are trying to do.
Fourth, negative goals often involve holding back. For example, “Don’t
rush,” or “Don’t make that mistake.” Effective sports performance often
requires an intense effort. Goals that tell the athlete “what to do” allow
improvement by substituting a correct movement for an incorrect one,
rather than holding back on an incorrect aspect.

Set Priorities

Setting a limited number of high-priority goals requires athletes and
coaches to decide what is important and fundamental for continued de-
velopment. Effective goals have a high priority and are few in number.
While an athlete may have many different aspects of his sport to mas-
ter, setting too many goals diffuses their focus. As the athlete’s skill at
goal setting improves, more goals can be set simultaneously, but even
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FIGURE 5.2
Prioritizing your
goals tends to

avoid the problem

of becoming

overwhelmed by

too many goals.
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advanced athletes should avoid establishing so many goals that the prac-
tice sessions are confusing. (Figure 5.2) Fewer goals also allow athletes
and coaches to keep more accurate records without becoming over-
whelmed with record keeping. Athletes are more aware of their progress
when they focus on a few, high-priority goals. Not only is seeing progress
quite motivating; but also goals can quickly be modified whenever a lack
of progress is observed.

Set Mutually Determined Goals

Goal setting becomes an effective motivational tool when athletes be-
come committed to those goals because they have had significant input
in establishing the goals. When goals are imposed or established without
significant input from the athletes, motivation can be undermined rath-
er than enhanced. An exception to this principle is that athletes with an
external locus of control may actually prefer coach-set goals®. Coaches
can use various strategies to involve their athletes and, thus, improve
commitment. (Figure 5.3)

First, athletes must feel that the goals are their goals, not just the
coach’s. This is not to say that the coach’s knowledge, experience and
preferences should not be involved but rather that the goals are owned
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FIGURE 5.3 Mutually determining
goals tends to be most effective
when such decisions involve the
coach'’s guidance coupled with the
athletes’ involvement with the deci-
sions made.

by the athletes. Athletes should be involved in goal setting at a level com-
patible with their sports experience and emotional maturity. Very young
or inexperienced athletes might be given a number of goals to choose
from, while older and more advanced athletes might develop their goals
more independently.

Second, coaches should be highly supportive of both the goal set-
ting process and the day-to-day training done to achieve those goals.
When the value of goals is not obvious, the coach should explain those
benefits in a language the athletes can understand. If the athlete sets
goals that are too high, the coach can point out the steps to be done first
and encourage those steps to be the athlete’s initial goals. If the goals are
too low, the athlete’s goals can become the first step to attaining a higher
goal. Athletes tend to set higher goals when they trust their coach and
are not afraid of failure or of punitive actions from the coach.

Coaches can be supportive by providing athletes with regular feed-
back about their progress toward attaining goals. Feedback not only en-
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hances motivation, it is a major determinant of how quickly an athlete
achieves a specific goal. Feedback can be praise, recognition, and rewards
or it can be self-paced progress along a tangible series of steps that pro-
vides the young athlete with concrete evidence of improvement.

Set Specific Time Lines

Deadlines provide an urgency to the athletes’ efforts. Target dates help to
establish realistic steps (short-term goals) to the overall practice objective
(long-term goals). Specific target dates tend to eliminate wishful think-
ing and clarify which goals are realistic and which are not. Time lines
are especially valuable in high-risk sports, such as gymnastics or diving
where fear often promotes procrastination in learning of new skills.

Set Both Formal and Informal Goals

While the initial establishment of goals can be quite formal, as the ath-
letes and coaches become comfortable with the techniques of goal set-
ting, goals can be established even as the athlete is in the midst of a
workout. Particularly with short-term goals, the accomplishment of a
prior goal can lead to setting a new goal within the context of a single
practice session. Often, goals can be chosen in sequence. They are liter-
ally progressions that coaches have been using for years but are now
expressed in measurable, performance terms rather than as vague, gen-
eralized outcomes.

Set Both Team and Individual Goals

Since effective goals are those for which the athlete has maximal con-
trol, individual goals are likely to be more effective than team goals. Of
course, team goals and individual goals are often closely related. For ex-
ample, a soccer team'’s goalie can give the defensive players correct field
instructions even though the defensive players fail to respond to the ver-
bal instruction. The team defense might falter but the goalie did his or
her part. Conversely, the defensive players might respond to the goalie’s
words but the goalie might have called the wrong strategy. If both are
working toward their individual goals, the team goal of a cohesive, inter-
active defense can be met, yet the individual elements are still under the
control of the individual athletes. (Figure 5.4)
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FIGURE 5.4

The team goal

of coordinating
the defense can
still be broken
down to individual
assignments — the
goalie directs the
positioning of the
defensive line but
her teammates must
respond.

s YOUR TURN

Evaluating Goals for Effectiveness

Which is a good and which is a poor example of the goal
setting principles? Evaluate these goals for their effectiveness.

SITUATION 1:

A swimmer discusses with her coach her ability to swim one
length of the pool using freestyle with 13 arm strokes per
length compared to her previous best of 15 arm strokes per
length within one week of setting the goal.

SITUATION 2:

Despite a 2-10 Team Won/Loss record by late July, a 12-year-
old with a .250 batting average wants to set the goal of
earning a berth on the all-star baseball at the end of the
summer.

Answers to Your Turn: Evaluating Goals for Effectiveness on
page 117.
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Goal Setting Styles

Three different goal setting styles, or orientations, have been identi-
fied:* > Performance Oriented (PO), Success Oriented (SO), and Failure
Oriented (FO). These goal setting styles reflect how different athletes at-
tempt to answer the question “What is success?” “Success” occurs when
a person infers personally desirable characteristics or attains personally
meaningful objectives as a result of his or her efforts. These three styles
interact with the person’s perceived ability (Am I competent?), the type
of situation (e.g., practice vs. competition), and performance expectan-
cies (Do I think I can do it?) to guide the setting of specific goals. These
styles are basically learned attitudes and reflect the experiences the
young athlete has had within the family, at school and in their initial
exposures to sports. These orientations are often formed during their
early years and brought to the athletic field. Let’s identify the character-
istics of each personal style.

PERFORMANCE ORIENTED (PO)

These athletes focus on learning. They assume they have the ability to
succeed, and success and failure are related to degree of learning. If they
fail, it is because they just have not learned yet. But they believe they
can and will learn. Failure at a task is considered a lack of having learned
a skill, not an inability to learn or a personal weakness. PO athletes are
typically concerned about skill improvement, mastery of the task, and
competency. They sustain effort on difficult tasks and look upon self-
improvement as success. Said differently, their goals are self-referenced.

SUCCESS ORIENTED (SO)

These athletes judge success and failure by social comparisons (“How
well do I compare to others?” “How high do I rank?”). SO athletes ac-
tively seek competition because they expect positive social comparisons
to others. They typically have been better than others and expect similar
high rankings to continue in the future.

FAILURE ORIENTED (FO)

These athletes also judge success and failure by social comparisons. How-
ever, FO athletes have consistently ranked low in the past and now avoid
competitive situations because they continue to expect negative social
comparisons. They may participate in competitive sports because of fac-
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tors beyond the enjoyment of competition (parental encouragement,
their desire to affiliate with friends, concrete rewards for participating).

For both SO and FO athletes, improvement and task mastery are
important primarily as a means of achieving positive social comparisons
such as winning or ranking high compared to opponents. Thus, their
judgments of success are often based upon factors outside their personal
ability to control. For example, SO and FO athletes might find that pro-
motion from the Junior Varsity to the Varsity is threatening because now
their chances of winning or ranking high are diminished because the
other athletes are better.

Matching Goal Setting Techniques to
Personal Styles®

Athletes with different goal setting styles prefer different types of
goals. Performance oriented athletes prefer specific, objectively mea-
sured, challenging goals. While success oriented athletes have similar
preferences, they prefer goals that are based upon how they rank com-
pared to others while failure oriented athletes prefer vague, long-term,
generalized, group goals where objective measurement — and therefore
their relative rank — is often difficult to measure. The coach should focus
on causal, performance factors, even though SO athletes tend to prefer
ranking goals and FO athletes tend toward preferring non-threatening
generalized goals. Table 5.1 summarizes the preferred goal attributes for
athletes with these three different goal setting styles.

IMPROVING ONE'S SELF VS. PROVING ONE'S SELF

These three different orientation styles predict three different approach-
es to learning. Learning involves risk-taking. The more demanding a
skill is, the greater the risk of failure. Failure in a public setting such as
sport can, for some, be quite threatening. PO athletes assume they have
ability; they see failing at a task as simply not having yet learned the
skill. Their competency is not threatened. Both SO and FO athletes inter-
pret failure as a lack of competency. The PO athlete has the objective of
improving oneself — self-referenced, while the SO and FO athletes have
the objective of proving oneself to others — social comparison’.

SO athletes believe they are capable but will reduce risk, especially
in highly competitive situations, by choosing tasks they believe they can
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TABLE 5.1 Preferred Types of Goals As a Function of Goal
Setting Style

Attribute
Performance Success Failure
Oriented Oriented Oriented

Frame of Self- Social Social

Reference: Referenced Comparison Comparison
(Self- (Ranking) (Ranking)
Improvement)

Specificity: Specific Specific General

Task Difficulty: Difficult Moderately Very Easy or

Difficult Very Difficult

Positive vs. Positive Positive & Positive

Negative Negative

Approach:

Group vs. Individual Individual Group

Individual

Responsibility:

Immediacy: Long & Short Long & Short Long Term
Term Term

learn relatively quickly. FO athletes sacrifice learning by regularly choos-
ing moderately easy or extremely difficult tasks. Failure at an extremely
difficult task (say, swimming the English Channel) has less risk because
tew could be expected to succeed. On the other hand, after selecting a
very easy goal, FO athletes are likely to work very hard to succeed at the
easy goal because they do not wish to be seen as failing at something
that others would consider “easy.” If they have difficulty with moder-
ately easy goals at which they believe others can succeed, they will often
quickly discontinue their efforts or turn their attempts into jokes. They
often avoid preparation for achieving these moderately difficult goals
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because they can then always say that “they could have” if only they
had more time to prepare. “I wasn’t ready” is often used to justify failure
and/or lack of effort.

PO athletes are able to work hard at achieving difficult goals even
after failure. The persistence of SO athletes deteriorates only after exten-
sive failure because they typically believe they are capable. However, the
persistence of FO athletes deteriorates sharply after even minimal failure.
Thus, PO athletes are the most likely to approach their learning poten-
tial. They tolerate failure well and persist because they do not perceive
failure as a threat to their competency. SO athletes perform well enough
to win but they are likely to approach their potential only if external
factors require the full development of their skills. This translates into
the common finding that the most physically talented athletes on your
team are often the most difficult to motivate to work hard at improving
their skills because they already are the best in the group. FO athletes
commonly show poor or erratic skill learning and frequently display
avoidance behavior. They don't like setting goals because goals become
a standard against which they can be judged. Their lack of confidence in
their ability makes such evaluation stressful as opposed to the PO ath-
letes who most often finds evaluations challenging.

SPECIFIC COACHING RECOMMENDATIONS

Based upon the patterns just described, the following specific recom-
mendations can be made:

For All Athletes

e Teach your athletes to “learn to shift” their orientations back
and forth between performance orientations (Did we play well?)
and outcome orientations (Did we win?). Very high-level athletes
typically report that they have both orientations and use them
differently depending upon the circumstances. Competitive
settings, by their very nature, tend to promote outcome
orientations. But it is performance orientations that tend to
promote higher performance, more skill development, more risk
taking, and greater self-improvement. Performance orientations
are more likely in practices than competition.
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e Emphasize performance orientations in practice. Encourage the

development of performance orientations by directing your
coaching to performance goals. Performance orientations produce
consistently high effort and intensity by athletes. Outcome goals
will follow.

Use a combination of performance and outcome goals in
competition.

Use short-term goals to motivate and energize behavior. Use long-
term goals to provide direction. Short-term goals can be long-term
goals broken down into the performance steps required to achieve
the long-term goal.

For SO Athletes

e Highly skilled SO athletes on well-learned tasks are motivated

effectively by both positive (“Make your foul shot!”) and negative
(“Don’t miss your foul shot!”).

* Success orientations promote effort and intensity only sufficient

enough to rank high. Thus, SO athletes often display low
motivation when competing against very weak opponents or very
strong opponents against whom the odds of winning are very low.

For FO Athletes

e Left on their own, FO athletes tend to choose very easy or very

difficult goals. Direct them to moderately difficult goals that
promote learning but do not generate excessively high levels of
anxiety because they typically expect to fail at attaining difficult
goals.

With athletes who focus primarily on avoiding failure, allow
generalized, group and long-term goals to minimize stress and
de-motivating their efforts. Gently encourage setting more
measurable, specific performance goals.
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YOUR TURN
Goal Setting Orientations

Think about the members of your team and evaluate their
goal setting orientations. Which are PO athletes? SO? FO?
(Figure 5.5)

FIGURE 5.5 Can

you identify which
kids on your team
are performance,

success or failure

oriented?

THESE ARE THE ANSWERS TO YOUR TURN ON PAGE 111.
Situation 1:

Primarily a process goal — interested in swimming faster by using less
strokes. Performance goal if she is strong enough to propel herself for 15
strokes/length — she can then attempt to reduce the number of strokes
by 13.3% (2/15). Reasonable time — one week. Easily measured; mutually
agreed upon using experience of the coach and the athlete’s belief that
she can do it. Reasonably difficult.

Situation 2:

Primarily an outcome goal — placement on the all-star team is decided
by the coaches. That far into the season, the batting average is unlikely
to change sufficiently to warrant consideration; not enough time for per-
sonal improvement on a team where fewer at bats are likely.
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eaching sportsmanship is one of the overriding issues in youth sports
Ttoday. While many other issues may appear to be more urgent

(the use of performance-enhancing drugs, the professionalization of
youth sport, the overemphasis on winning), most of these issues could
be dealt with more effectively if the moral reasoning skills underlying
sportsmanship behaviors were used by coaches in guiding their young
athletes and if that moral reasoning were taught more effectively to the
young athletes themselves.

This chapter will discuss the benefits good sportsmanship offers
to the community and to the individual, even when other individuals or
teams do not display such behaviors. It also provides you with specific
strategies and instructional techniques for developing sportsmanship in

your young athletes.

What is Sportsmanship?

Sportsmanship is more than “good behavior.” It is a complex form of
moral reasoning by which we judge what is right and wrong. While defi-
nitions of sportsmanship vary, they consistently involve “doing the right
thing for the right reasons.”!

Sport Participation and Sportsmanship

Young athletes might do the right thing for the wrong reason or the
wrong thing for the right reason. While coaches should demand posi-
tive sportsmanship behaviors from their athletes, they should also be
concerned with teaching their young athletes the reasoning behind
good sporting behaviors so that those behaviors become internalized
by the athletes and occur regularly whether the coach is present or not.
Demanding the “right” behavior teaches young athletes what to do.
Encouraging the development of moral reasoning skills teaches young
athletes “why” such behavior is “right” which ultimately permits them
to make better and better decisions in more and more complicated life
situations.

For example, shaking hands, by itself, is not sportsmanship. (Figure
6.1) An athlete might shake hands with opponents after a game
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FIGURE 6.1
Shaking hands, by
itself, is not nec-
essarily an act of
sportsmanship.
When the ritual of
shaking hands after
the competition be-
comes internalized
as a sign of respect
for one’s opponents
and their efforts,

it becomes true
sportsmanship.

not so much to show respect for the opponents but because he fears los-
ing playing time if he does not follow his coach’s instructions. Similarly,
he may believe that he has to get involved in an argument on the field
with opposing players to “protect” his teammates from perceived unfair
practices by those opponents. While sticking up for your teammates is
normally viewed as a positive trait, public altercations with opponents
usually show poor sportsmanship.

Participation in sport does not automatically teach sportsman-
ship. If values such as honesty, cooperation, fair play, and respect for
one’s self and others are desired outcomes of a sporting experience, then
those values, as well as the behaviors associated with them, must be
explicitly taught using instructional progressions just as coaches teach
other sports skills.? Sport can be an excellent vehicle for teaching moral
behavior to children; but sport can teach children poor sportsmanship
as well as fair play.

Because winning and losing are so clear-cut, sport provides many
great opportunities for teaching meaningful positive character traits
(maintaining composure, emotional resiliency, mental toughness, good
sportsmanship). Not only does it provide repeated situations where fair
play can be displayed by players who are striving to win; but just as
importantly it provides children with many clear-cut opportunities to
decide between right and wrong. To ultimately demonstrate true sports-
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manship, athletes must have the opportunity to choose for themselves
between fair and unfair behaviors. Without free choice, the resulting
behaviors, no matter how civil they might be, cannot be considered true
sportsmanship. They may be obedience to authority or conformity but
without voluntary choices, they are not moral behaviors.

The Value of Sportsmanship to the Community

SPORTSMANSHIP DECREASES THE NEED FOR MONITORING
ATHLETES' BEHAVIORS

While officials will always be necessary to officiate sports (say, calling
balls and strikes and deciding the outcomes of close plays), the need to
enforce rules of fairness, to stop cheating, and to enforce rules of con-
duct decreases dramatically as athletes play fairly and live up to codes of
conduct defining good sportsmanship. The development of an idealized
set of values and the desire to live by those values is the essence of good
sportsmanship. Such positive values eliminate the need for constant sur-
veillance and threats of punishment of the individual by officials.

SPORTSMANSHIP HELPS YOUNG ATHLETES WITH REAL-LIFE
MORAL DILEMMAS

Moral dilemmas?® occur when logical but selfish choices result in a sub-
stantial gain for the individual but if every individual in the group makes
that same logical, selfish decision, all the members of that group suffer
a loss. Conversely, if the individual makes an altruistic response, the re-
sult for that individual is a loss or smaller gain; but, assuming everyone
makes the altruistic response, the net result is a gain for everyone. Moral
dilemmas occur in many important areas of our lives. For example, it is
cheaper for individuals to discard their waste products into local streams
than to pay to have it carted off; however, if every member of the com-
munity discarded their waste into those streams, no one could escape
the polluted water supply. If each member of the community pays to
have the garbage carted away (greater cost to the individual), the en-
tire community benefits with a clean water supply (gain for the entire
group). In a similar vein, a soldier who chooses to fight to defend his/
her country often places his/her life at risk. Choosing to avoid the fight
clearly has advantages to the individual; but if every soldier refused to
fight, the society which he/she defended could no longer exist. Likewise,



Developing Sportsmanship 123

an individual who violates the concepts of fair play may have a better
chance of winning, but if everyone cheats, the sporting competition de-
generates into a farce. If each athlete plays fairly, all the participants can
enjoy the true sporting competition.

“"WHO IS THE BEST?"

Sportsmanship helps answers this question. To determine the best at any
sport, one must play within the context of sportsmanship. Every sport
has an essential, often implicit, agreement about the nature of the game.
In soccer, the nature of the game is to advance the ball down the field
and into the net more often than the other team. Part of that essential
agreement is the intent to do so without using the hands to advance
the ball or without physically harming an opponent. Without sports-
manship, the nature of the contest changes dramatically. The question
moves quickly from “Who won the game?” to “Who won the event?”
The event is an activity with the same outward appearance as the game
but lacks the essential internal agreement about how the contest should
be played. For example, the original intent of American football is to
advance the ball down the field and across the goal line more often than
the other team. A team can win today’s event, as opposed to the game,
by ignoring or violating the original agreement. The football game can
be changed to who can injure the quarterback or who can intimidate the
offensive receivers with late hits. A basketball game changes from who
can put the ball through the hoop more often to who can fool the ref-
eree by feigning fouls or by using less talented players to goad talented,
opposing players into fouling out of the contest. Only when the game is
played in a fashion consistent with the original agreement can the true
winner of the game be determined.

The Value of Sportsmanship to the Individual

SPORTSMANSHIP SKILLS TRANSFER TO LIFE

Many physical skills are not life skills. However, the temperament need-
ed to learn such skills and to perform them in an athletic contest can
transfer directly to other areas of life. Self-control, awareness, empathy
for others, and conflict resolution skills are quite likely to be important
skills in both sport and non-sport settings at many stages of one’s life.
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SPORTSMANSHIP HELPS YOU PLAY BETTER

Striving for excellence is a primary reason why young teens enjoy sport.
Coaches can emphasize that playing “in control” regularly permits high-
er levels of performance than is likely to occur when “playing angry” or
“out of control.” The “red hot” athletes often feel as if they are playing
with more intensity and strength -- and, therefore, with higher levels of
performance; but objective measures indicate that this is often not the
case.* Sportsmanship contributes directly to emotional stability and self-
control, which permit significant and enduring athletic success. Peak
performance, flow, and “being in the zone” are virtually incompatible
with emotional outbursts, distortions of the rules and mistreatment of
opponents. Maintaining one’s composure in the face of adversity is a
crucial dimension of mental toughness.

GOOD SPORTSMANSHIP INCREASES SELF-RESPECT AND
RESPECT FROM OTHERS

Being in control of many sports situations first requires being in control
of oneself. As that personal control develops, both self-respect and the
respect earned from others tend to increase. Respect is a primary deter-
minant of friendship and self-esteem.

SPORTSMANSHIP STRENGTHENS AND MAINTAINS
FRIENDSHIPS

Being with friends is a major reason why young children initially be-
come involved in organized sports. (Figure 6.2) Cooperation and fair
play — characteristics of good sportsmanship — are essential ingredients
to being accepted by others and making and enhancing friendships.

Issues Confused with Sportsmanship

A number of issues are frequently confused with good or poor sports-
manship. Differentiating these issues from sportsmanship is crucial be-
fore strategies for teaching sportsmanship are considered.

EMPHASIS ON WINNING

Poor sportsmanship is not the direct result of a strong desire to win
Striving to win is an essential part of sport. If the participants are not
striving to win, the activity is not sport and true sportsmanship cannot
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FIGURE 6.2 Sportsmanship
strengthens and maintains
friendships — Affiliation with their
friends is a major reason why
children and youth enter and stay
in organized sports.

exist. If, during a scrimmage, a basketball defender is far superior to his
offensive opponent and begins to defend less intensely allowing his less
experienced opponent to successfully drive to the basket for a layup, the
activity has changed from the sport of basketball to an instructional ac-
tivity or a social interaction. As physical as the activity may be, it no
longer contains one of the essential, defining ingredients of sports --
striving to win. Winning within the context of the rules and within the
spirit of the game is important and should not be devalued. If winning
is not a highly prized goal in its own right, playing fairly is not a note-
worthy achievement in the individual’s moral development. How you
strive to win is the critical aspect. The conflict between the desire to win
and the need to do so within the context and spirit of the rules is essen-
tial for sportsmanship to exist in the first place.® Unfortunately, the
awards for winning can become more important than the win itself.
Acquiring money, fame, status, and privilege may well become the dom-
inant theme. When the value of these external rewards outweighs the
value of winning, the concept of “how one wins” often becomes less
important.

ROUGH AND AGGRESSIVE PLAY

Rough and aggressive play becomes poor sportsmanship only if it vio-
lates the original spirit of the sport. Intense physical contact in rugby

Return to TOC



126

Return to TOC

Chapter 6

or American football is expected. Hard tackling and clean blocks are a
necessary and desired part of the game. However, even in contact sports,
there are limits to the nature of the aggressiveness expected and permit-
ted. When a rugby player’s intent during a tackle changes from a desire
to wrestle the ball loose from an opponent’s grasp to a desire to injure
that opponent, the original spirit of the game has been violated and the
rough behavior becomes unsportsmanlike conduct. A late hit in football
or a tackle made out of bounds when the opponent expects the play to
have ended crosses over from expected and desired aggressive football
plays and becomes a reprehensible “cheap shot.”

OBEDIENCE TO AUTHORITY

Behaving in a civil manner and following the rules merely because one
tears the possible sanctions from a referee or coach cannot be considered
sportsmanship in the truest sense of the word. While behaving well may
be a necessary step toward developing sportsmanship, it does not yet
reflect moral and ethical reasoning.

Nonetheless, there are circumstances when such distinctions are
of little value. A high school principal placed in charge of the safety of
all participants must demand that all spectators at a high school bas-
ketball game behave in a civil manner as they cheer for their team. As
a safety administrator, he or she is probably not overly concerned that
different students behave properly for different reasons: e.g., fear of pun-
ishment, pride in their school, or a personal code of conduct. Sports-
manlike conduct in such a situation focuses on the behavior rather than
the reasoning behind the behavior. Nonetheless, the principal (and the
other coaches and adults involved in the program) probably realize that
the “good behavior” may not sustain itself unless the students believe
that such behavior is “right”. To the extent that school educators wish
to teach moral behavior, they should continue to focus on developing
the internal reasoning that is essential for sportsmanship behavior to
become independent of external controls such as an authority figure or
fear of punishment.

COMPETITIVENESS

The distinction between competitiveness and poor sportsmanship is
closely linked to the issues previously discussed concerning the empha-
sis on winning. However, one additional point should be made. True
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competition is the ultimate in cooperation. The participants must agree
to the same rules, the same basic equipment, and the same initial start-
ing points in order to allow such dimensions as effort, ability, skill, per-
severance, and strategy to be the determining factors in the outcome of a
contest. Without such a cooperative foundation, competition cannot be
considered sport. In effect, true sports competition requires the highest
form of cooperation, which is why the often-cited comparison of “sport
as war” is nonsense.

JUSTIFIED AGGRESSION

Paradoxically, poor sportsmanship is often displayed by those who pro-
fess strong beliefs in sportsmanship and fair play.® For example, their
loud complaints about officiating frequently occur because they believe
that they or their team have been treated unjustly. Often those people
who behave in the poorest manner are those who feel that they are the
wounded party. They often express quite elaborate rationales for justify-
ing their unjustified behavior. (Figure 6.3) For example, coaches who
interpret the behavior of others as attacks on relatively defenseless mem-
bers of their team often justify a counterattack as a protective measure.
Comments such as “You can mess with me, but you can’t mess with my
kids!” illustrates such self-justifying techniques. Recognizing and under-
standing this tendency to “justify the unjustifiable” is not grounds for
tolerating such inappropriate behavior. However, such recognition can
help immunize participants from such illogical logic!

FIGURE 6.3
Paradoxically, poor
sportsmanship is
often displayed by
those who justify
their behavior with
such misguided
beliefs such as, “I
was just protecting
my kids!”
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SPOTLIGHT ON YOUTH SPORTS

Rules and Codes of Conduct

Moral behavior directs the individual toward what should be done
as opposed to what should not be done. Even a cursory examination
of the formal rules of most sports illustrates that sport rules tend
to be written in the negative rather than the positive. That is, rules
focus predominantly on what you cannot do and provide sanctions
for violations of those prohibitions. Knowing what cannot be done
does not necessarily guide people toward what should be done.
Sportsmanship on the other hand provides direction by focusing on
“shoulds” and “oughts.”

Codes of Conduct can provide both shoulds and should nots.
Appendices 6.1 and 6.2 present two dramatically different ones.
The first (6.1) represents a code of conduct developed by the
Attorney General’s office in response to legislation passed in 2002
that required an enforceable code of conduct for all participants in
organized youth sport programs in New Jersey. It basically states
what is unacceptable behavior. The second (6.2) is an educational
code of conduct developed in that same year by the Youth Sports
Research Council of Rutgers University. The education code specifies
the type of behavior desired by all participants within organized
youth sports. It is unenforceable by the standards required for law
enforcement yet it spells out higher levels of behavior than does the
Attorney General’s code. They serve different purposes. The Attorney
General's code spells out what is grounds for dismissal from youth
sport events while the Rutgers code establishes educational guides
not only for sportsmanship but for different levels of sportsmanship.
At the first level, Basic Civility, the Rutgers code differs little from the
Attorney General's code. At the second level, Good Sportsmanship,
the Rutgers code tells participants what is expected. Finally, the
third level, Conduct of Distinction, identifies idealized, somewhat
abstracted behaviors that participants should aspire to in order to
respect opponents, officials, teammates, themselves, and the spirit of
the game.
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Levels of Sportsmanship

Not swearing at an official’s call. Not exhibiting mild dissent at the same
call. Expressing thanks to the referee at the conclusion of the game. Ex-
pressing thanks for the official’s effort even after the game was decided
against you based on a controversial call late in the game. Each of these
successive behaviors requires a greater commitment to and understand-
ing of living up to one’s code of sportsmanship.

HOW SPORTSMANSHIP DEVELOPS

Sportsmanship is essentially moral reasoning in the context of sport. It
develops in much the same fashion as morality in any other sphere of
an individual’s life. Current understanding of moral development — and
thus sportsmanship development — focuses on social learning and struc-
tural developmental approaches, two quite different, but not incompat-
ible approaches. The social learning approach believes that morality (and
thus sportsmanship) is learned just as other skills are learned — through
modeling and reinforcement. The structural developmental approach
focuses on how the ability to reason morally develops as a person grows
and matures cognitively. The individual’s capacity for moral reasoning
develops as more mature cognitive reasoning structures form; for ex-
ample, as one’s ability to understand abstractions and the “bigger pic-
ture” develops. These two approaches are not contradictory since social
learning can occur at each development stage identified by the structure
developmental approach.

STAGE THEORY

A widely accepted approach to moral reasoning holds that such rea-
soning develops in successive — and increasingly sophisticated — stages.
Children advance through these stages in a predictable order, albeit at
different speeds, depending upon both the rate of maturation in their
thinking and how often they have been exposed to situations requiring
moral decisions. Theories differ on the types and number of stages, but
basically these are the six stages —grouped into three phases:’

Phase I: Premoral Reasoning. In this stage the perception of external
power ensures a behavior. Removal of the external power source often
results in the behavior reverting to the behavior that existed before the
power was exerted.
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1. Obedience to Authority. “I must play fairly or I'll be kicked out
of the game.” “As long as the ref does not catch me, it's O.K.”

2. Bartering. “If you play fair, I'll play fair; but if you cheat, so will
[.” “An eye for an eye.”

Phase II: Conformity. Behavior is based on identification and depends
on the attractiveness of the model. Removal of the model or the intro-
duction of a more attractive model can result in behavior change.

3. Attraction. “I'll play fair even if the others players don't. Isn't
that right, Coach?” “I want to be like my hero, LeBron James.”

4. Group Identification. “I'll play fair even if the others cheat and
even if no one else is around to give me credit because that’s the
way my teammates play!” “I represent my team.”

Phase III: Internalization. Behavior is based on the credibility of the
idea or reasoning behind the behavior. Such behavior is relatively in-
dependent of outside influences because it is based on an internalized
attitude or belief that the behavior is right or appropriate. (Figure 6.4.)

5. Internalized Agreement with Rules. “If players were to cheat
whenever they felt like it, we wouldn’t have a very good world.” “I
don’t like the rule, but it was what we agreed upon.”

6. Internalized Personal Code of Justice/Fairness. “Unless I play
fairly, there is no true accomplishment in winning.” “I'll never
know just how good I am at this sport, unless I play by the rules.”

FIGURE 6.4
Sportsmanship may

be displayed from
elementary levels of
moral reasoning (no
dissent) to higher
levels of reasoning
(thanking an official
despite having just lost
a competition)
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LOGIC OF THE STAGES

The Development of Moral Reasoning Is Predictable. Developmental
theories emphasize that increasingly sophisticated moral reasoning oc-
curs in a predictable order. The child whose sportsmanship behaviors
are different from her teammates is simply functioning at an earlier or
later developmental stage. Your encouragement of sportsmanship rea-
soning should focus on the next stage in the sequence. Youngsters move
to higher levels of moral reasoning if they are exposed frequently to the
next level and if they are given concrete examples in which the moral
reasoning is explicitly outlined for them.

Moral reasoning that is more than one level above the stage at
which the youngster is currently functioning is likely to be too abstract
and, thus, unlikely to have any effect on moral reasoning. For example,
a young athlete who plays fairly for fear of punishment is more likely to
be influenced by teammates and coaches who encourage sportsmanship
“for the team and your school” than by complex reasoning such as “play
fairly so that you can truly test yourself against your opponent’s best
and know who is truly the best athlete.” Similarly, the youngster who
learns to cheat because that is how “smart” players earn the respect of
their peers can be exposed to the logic that “pleasing yourself” can take
precedence over “impressing others.”

Moral Reasoning Is Not Equal to Behavior. The Stage Theory separates
thinking from behavior. That is, identical behavior can occur at differ-
ent stages of moral development, but the reasoning behind that behavior
may be markedly different. For example, the young athlete must decide
whether he should fight or not fight during a confrontation at a junior
hockey game. His actual behavior and his reasoning behind that behav-
ior depend on his stage of moral development. Table 6.1 illustrates how
the same behavior (fighting) can be motivated by different reasoning at
different developmental stages, and how different behaviors (fighting vs.
not fighting) can be motivated by similar thinking.

Behavior is not the sole determinant of sportsmanship. Take, for
example, a situation in which a tennis umpire incorrectly calls a ball out
and a player stands to gain from the incorrect call. The player purposely
double faults and the score reverts to a tie where neither player has an
advantage. Such behavior may be interpreted as sportsmanship if the in-
tent was to ensure fairness. However, exactly the same behavior might be
interpreted as unsportsmanlike conduct if the purpose was to embarrass

Return to TOC e or to intimidate him for an advantage on later calls.
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TABLE 6.1 Moral Reasoning and Sportsmanship

Behavior Reasoning Cause

Phase |: Premoral Reasoning

Obedience to Fight For fear teammates won't talk to me.
Sl Not Fight My coach will bench me.

Fight If | protect you, you'll protect me.
Bartering

Not Fight I'll play fair if you play fair

Phase Il: Conformity

Fight My coach will respect and admire me as
someone who can “dish it out as well as
Attraction Eel
Not Fight My coach will respect and admire me
because I'm a clean player.
Fight Others will admire me because I'm a
Crem tough player.

ek fiesier Not Fight Fighting is against the rules and we live

by the rules.

Phase lll: Internalization

Fight Fighting is accepted as part of the
Internalized game by all “real” players.
Agtr:;mlent Not Fight When | chose to play the game, |
wi ules agreed to play by the rules and the rules
forbid fighting.
Internalized Fight Evzrzoa:fmusthbf :}:I”Ihg tlo sta.nd up
Personal Code and fight for what they believe in.
of Justice/ . L ,
Fairness Not Fight Fighting means I've lost my self-control

and dignity as a person.

This table draws loosely from multiple theories of moral development (Kohlberg?; Gilligan?;
Weinberg & Gould'®; Weiss & Bredimeier'")
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Further, the action itself could be classified as at different stages of “good-
ness” depending upon whether the player intentionally double faulted to
win the approval/respect of her opponent and the fans or whether she was
motivated by a desire to see that fairness was maintained. A player func-
tioning at this more advanced stage of morality might double fault in a
subtle fashion to avoid embarrassing the referee, while she might blatant-
ly double fault if she wished her behavior to win approval from others.

Teaching Sportsmanship Should Focus on Thinking Skills Not Just
Behaviors. While at first this approach might seem indirect since sports-
manship is evidenced by behavior, it is essential for two reasons. First,
there is not a simple list of “good” behaviors that can be contrasted with
an equally simple list of “bad” behaviors. Behavior that is considered
sportsmanship varies from culture to culture, sport to sport, and skill
level to skill level, to mention only a few complicating variables. Second,
as the athlete’s thinking is influenced, the sportsmanship behavior be-
comes internalized and independent of external controls.

The focus on the reasoning process allows teachers of sportsman-
ship to focus both on (a) modifying the poor behavior and (b) enhanc-
ing the developmental process. For example, consider a sport such as
basketball in which “running up the score” is often considered poor
sportsmanship. For athletes functioning at the bartering stage of think-
ing, the coach can emphasize that running up the score should be avoid-
ed so that opponents will be less likely to run up the score on them at
some later date. The coach is using an already attained, albeit primitive,
level of reasoning to reverse the tendency to run up the score. That same
coach can then also emphasize reasoning one stage above the athletes’
current level of sophistication not only to modify the behavior but also
to promote the development of more sophisticated moral reasoning. For
example, he can emphasize that he (as a significant other) and other
respected coaches do not believe in humiliating opponents by scoring
more points than is necessary to ensure a comfortable win.

Strategies for Developing Sportsmanship

Adults who wish to enhance moral development by teaching sportsman-
ship are confronted with a curious dilemma. On the one hand, moral
development is a way of thinking, not a specific behavior. On the other
hand, sportsmanship is the display of behaviors that reflect an athlete’s
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concern for fairness. Without such positive behaviors, knowing how to be
a good sport is of little consequence. Further, since sporting attitudes and
behaviors develop at relatively early ages, the use of concrete behaviors is a
necessary tool for introducing children to the abstract concepts of sports-
manship. Furthermore, behaviors that merely reflect etiquette and civility
can be clearly distinguished from behaviors that reflect an understanding
of justice and fair play. However, for coaches, these distinctions are often
inconsequential during the initial stages of teaching sportsmanship.

There are two types of skills — and therefore two types of teaching
strategies — for developing sportsmanship in young athletes.

STRESS MANAGEMENT TECHNIQUES

These skills involve emotional self control techniques that, while simple,
are crucial in controlling anger and frustration. Such techniques are of-
ten learned at an early age and involve techniques such as “Take a deep
breath,” “Count to ten,” or “Think before you react.”

MORAL REASONING

These skills are more abstract and involve thinking about what’s right and
why. I behave the way I do because “I treat others the way I want to be
treated,” or because “I represent my team.” This reasoning involves under-
standing abstract concepts such as “Winning within the rules makes the
win worthier.”

The importance of this distinction is that it emphasizes that dif-
ferent teaching strategies are involved in developing each type of skill.
Both types of skills should be taught but the success at teaching self-
control techniques is easier to assess because such behavior is often overt
whereas the moral reasoning underlying good sportsmanship behaviors
is more abstract.

THE ROLE OF THE COACH

While sportsmanship values may be incorporated within the overall
sports program in terms of rules, policies, clinics, and public informa-
tion, the coach must do the individual teaching of the youngsters. Thus,
coaches must value and understand sportsmanship behaviors. As obvi-
ous as such a statement is, relatively few sports programs systematically
teach the values of sportsmanship to adult coaches. Administrators ei-
ther assume that such values cannot be taught to adults or that adults
already know what values and behaviors constitute sportsmanship. A
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brief observation of numerous coaches’ behavior at practices and com-
petitions suggests that such an assumption may not always be the case.

A variety of strategies and techniques exist for developing sports-
manship. For these strategies to be effective, teachers and coaches must
be capable of using these methods during their everyday interactions
with the young athletes.

ASSESS READINESS FOR SPORTSMANSHIP INSTRUCTION

Just as coaches assess readiness for learning physical skills, coaches
should attempt to assess the level of maturity and the sophistication of
their athletes’ thinking about sportsmanship issues before attempting
to teach moral values through sport. Questions addressed to the young
players such as “Why is sportsmanship important?” and “Who controls
our behavior?” and “What should you do if an opponent or an opposing
team behaves poorly?” can all provide some insight concerning the level
of thinking of the young athletes. Determining the level of cognitive
development of an entire team of athletes is likely to be challenging for
the following reasons:

e While behavior is quite observable, identifying the thinking
and moral reasoning that underlies a specific behavior is often
difficult.

e Athletes in the same age group on the same team are likely to be
at different stages of cognitive development.

e The same athlete may exhibit different levels of moral reasoning
in different situations while experimenting with thinking at
progressively more sophisticated levels.

e Coaches may see their athletes only on the sports field or only for

a season as opposed to a wider array of situations such as in school
or within the family.

As a result, coaches should be prepared to instruct young athletes
at virtually all levels of moral reasoning with the hope that their young
charges will become increasingly more sophisticated in their thinking.

DEFINE SPORTSMANSHIP IN THE CONTEXT OF YOUR SPORT

Identify the Specific Behaviors Expected. Since sportsmanship is ulti-
mately treating others fairly, the exact nature of such behavior may dif-
fer dramatically in different sports, different skill levels, or different cul-
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tures. For example, physical contact is virtually unheard of in tennis but
is expected in rugby. Before the whistle, a hard hit is admired, whereas
the same hit after the whistle or out of bounds is a violation of the spirit
of fair play. Telling players to respect their opponents does not tell them
what specific behaviors reflect respect. Shaking hands after a contest and
eliminating abusive comments are specific examples that are measurable
and observable. The more specifically you identify a behavior, the more
likely it is that you can teach it, model it, and have your athletes learn it.

Teach the Rules (Both Formal and Informal) of Your Sport. Provide
your athletes with both the formal and informal rules to help them un-
derstand what behaviors are expected. Ignorance of the rules may result
in behavior that is seen as poor sportsmanship but where there was no
intent to gain unfair advantage or behave in a deceitful or fraudulent
way. Rules should be introduced for both competitive and noncompeti-
tive situations. For example, in addition to learning the formal scoring
rules, young tennis players can be taught how to walk onto a tennis
court without disturbing other players. Young golfers can not only be
taught the formal rules about unplayable lies but also to avoid walking
across the line of putt of their teammates and opponents. Young soccer
players can be taught both a formal understanding of the off sides rule
and the informal custom of kicking the ball out of bounds to stop play if
an opposing player appears hurt.

Establish Specific Sportsmanship Goals. Establish specific sportsman-
ship goals just as you would for the physical sports skills and game strat-
egies you wish to teach. Specific sportsmanship goals can involve such
concepts as reducing the number of fouls called against your team, shak-
ing hands with your opponents, getting to know opponents by name,
and sharing equipment and facilities equally in pre-game warm-ups.

Establish Global Goals. Global goals are goals valued by the partici-
pants over and above the immediate goals of the contest. For example,
athletes often feel strongly that they or their teams are members of spe-
cial groups. Thus, their behavior can be influenced by emphasizing that
their individual acts of sportsmanship positively represent their team.
Athletes and coaches can be encouraged to show sportsmanlike behavior
because they represent their team, their school, their league, their
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FIGURE 6.5 Good
sportsmanship is
not an automatic
result of sport
participation. It

is a set of values
and behaviors
specifically taught
by coaches and
parents through the
vehicle of sport.

country, whichever is applicable. The positive reputation for their team
cannot be achieved unless virtually all members of the team support
such a goal.

Broaden the Definition of Success. Establish multiple team and indi-
vidual goals that include but go beyond the goal of winning without de-
meaning the importance of winning. Establish performance goals such
as playing with sustained effort regardless of the score, improving the
number of successful first serves in tennis or increasing the number of
shots on goal in sports such as hockey, lacrosse and soccer. Develop spe-
cific sportsmanship goals such as reducing the number of fouls while
still playing aggressively or keeping one’s composure after a disputed
official’s call. Important goals such as these allow athletes to feel and be
successful regardless of the outcome of the contest.

Set Clear, Specific, and Public Behavior Codes. Behavior codes spell
out specifically what behaviors we expect and why we expect them (See
Appendices 6.1 and 6.2). Both those behaviors and the reasoning be-
hind them must be made clear to the athletes. Behavior codes and their
rationales must be highly visible and continually reaffirmed to be ef-
fective. Providing the rationale for specific behaviors — as opposed to
simply requiring those behaviors — helps young athletes internalize the
values behind those behaviors. For example, if shaking hands with your
opponent after the game is part of your code, shaking hands should be
publicly acknowledged as a sign of respect for opponents, not simply a
ritual to be carried out without thought. (Figure 6.5) In fact, if shaking
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hands is required without such a rationale, that same act can become a
test of “grip strength.” The code can spell out what not to do as well as
what to do. For example, swearing, arguing with officials, rolling your
eyes at a “bad” call are all examples of specific “Don’ts.” Shaking hands
after a match, thanking the officials, sharing with teammates and op-
ponents are “Do’s.” Regularly remind your athletes of what behaviors are
appropriate. Brief, but frequent, reminders are better than long discus-
sions. Specific examples about how to behave are much stronger guides
than vague references to being a good sport.

Identify the Norms Controlling Sportsmanship. Both good and poor
sportsmanship behaviors are often determined by behavioral norms as
opposed to rules and regulations. For example, trash talking is more
commonly accepted in basketball than it is in tennis. Acknowledging
to your players that, “while it may be an accepted behavior by others,
it is not acceptable on our team” provides you with a degree of cred-
ibility. Clearly, individual coaches cannot change societal norms, but
they can influence the norms within and immediately surrounding their
teams by recruiting the assistance of parents, teachers, assistant coaches,
and older, more experienced team members. Local norms tend to have
a strong influence on younger athletes especially if they are perceived as
“our code.”

Involve Your Athletes in Establishing the Behavior Codes. While
some behavioral codes must necessarily be preset by adults (no fight-
ing; no drugs), guidance can be provided by the coaches without impos-
ing codes on the athletes. One of the most straightforward and practical
findings of psychologists has been that, when people believe that they
have had an important role in deciding codes for themselves and their
groups, their personal commitment to achieving those codes increases
substantially. Athletes can be actively and meaningfully involved in set-
ting appropriate sportsmanship behavior codes without sacrificing the
experience, knowledge and perspective of the coaches.

TEACH SPORTSMANSHIP USING SPECIFIC
INSTRUCTIONAL TECHNIQUES

Knowing what constitutes sportsmanship is quite different from know-
ing how to teach it. Coaches who consistently develop players who dis-
play high levels of sportsmanship use a variety of instructional tech-
niques. Below are a number of suggestions.
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Establish Specific Progressions for Teaching Sportsmanship. Progres-
sions are just as necessary for developing sportsmanship behaviors as for
other sports skills. For example, rules of conduct can be introduced a
few at a time during practice sessions rather than overwhelming young
players with large numbers of detailed rules or simply assuming that the
athletes will pick up the appropriate rules along the way. Teach your ath-
letes to treat teammates fairly during practices and scrimmages before
expecting them to act similarly to opponents during intense competi-
tions. Sportsmanship, in effect, begins at home.

Be a Role Model. Coaches must value and practice sportsmanship.
Young athletes are much more strongly influenced by what we do than
what we say. Coaches who preach good sportsmanship but lose their
composure with officials’ calls or who teach or tacitly accept techniques
that are clearly against the rules (e.g., pulling a jersey of an opposing
player to gain advantage) develop athletes who also talk about good
sportsmanship but who behave poorly.

Role Play. Much of sportsmanship is based upon being able to see the
situation from the other person’s perspective. This third-party perspec-
tive is essential for making moral decisions. Coaches can teach by asking
such questions as: “How would you feel if...?” For example, when teach-
ing your athletes to respect and support officials, you might ask your
athletes “What grade would you expect on a test if you got 99 questions
right of 100?” If they answer, as they are likely to, “We’d expect an Al” -
you can point out that an official often makes hundreds of decisions per
game. If two or three of those decisions might not be correct ones, those
officials should get an A also, not public criticism nor attempts to embar-
rass them. A further question that attempts to put young athletes in the
role of the officials might be: “How would you feel if you volunteered
your time to help by officiating and the people you were helping hassled
you or tried to embarrass you if you made a mistake?”

Practice Making Choices. “What would you do if...?” Give youngsters
opportunities to practice making decisions about difficult situations
before those situations occur along with the emotion and urgency of-
ten seen in competition. For example, a soccer coach might ask: “What
would you do if your opponent cursed at you or attempted to pull you
down by your jersey?” “Would you strike back?” “If you did, who is most
likely to be penalized by the referee/umpire? First foul or second foul?”
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“Would you play on? While your opponent was holding onto you and
not playing the ball, could you pass the ball to an open teammate who
had a shot on goal?” Use the teaching technique called “Ask, Suggest,
Tell.”'? For example: Start with an open-ended question that requires
your athletes to think.

Ask — What would you do if, while on attack in soccer, the oppos-
ing defender knocks you down with an illegal slide tackle?

If the athletes are uncertain how to respond, switch to:

Suggest — Should you retaliate by knocking him down or pass the
ball to an open teammate?

If the athlete is still uncertain, switch to:

Tell — Passing the ball keeps us on offense, gives us an opportu-
nity to score because they have one fewer defender (he’s on the
ground after the slide tackle), and avoids your getting a yellow
or red card from the referee.

Who Controls My Behavior? The belief that one should behave well
only if the opponents do so first is not truly sportsmanship. While no
one should allow herself to be taken advantage of by an unsportsman-
like opponent, if you simply retaliate, you have given others the control
over your behavior. Explore with your athletes ways to protect one’s self
without “losing your cool.” Indicate that it is easy to be a good sport
when everything is going well. It is much more difficult when a close
officiating call goes against you or you perceive that others have taken
advantage of you. Help your athletes understand that poor sportsman-
ship often results from self-justifying behavior. Point out that many ath-
letes who behave poorly often do so because they believe that they had
been taken advantage of. Ask “Who controls your behavior?” “You - or
the opponent who just violated the code of conduct?” This technique is
particularly effective with young teenagers (10-14 years of age) because
of their developing sense of autonomy.

EMPHASIZE THE CONSEQUENCES OF BEING
A GOOD SPORT

Acknowledge Good Sportsmanship. When sportsmanship does occur,
it must be recognized and rewarded by coaches. Often, good behavior is
taken for granted and only poor behavior draws attention. This process
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is sometimes quite subtle. The baseball player who strikes out, calmly
walks back to the bench, and quietly sits down is often thought to be
less motivated than another player who, after striking out, throws his bat
and helmet, kicks the ground, and shows obvious emotion. Both may
be equally motivated but be adhering to different behavior codes. If the
coach gives subtle approval by paying attention to the “more motivat-
ed” player even while publicly admonishing him for poor behavior, the
concepts of self-control and sportsmanship will be undermined. Adults
should praise publicly those athletes who show sportsmanlike behavior.
However, coaches must be careful not to embarrass those athletes who
behave well. A simple “thumbs up” or pat of the back can acknowledge
appropriate behavior without making the athlete feel self-conscious. Be
aware of quiet behaviors that reflect good sportsmanship and make ev-
ery attempt to acknowledge good behavior.

Sportsmanship Awards. Sportsmanship awards can highlight sports-
manship as a valued trait approved by the coach, team, and community.
Such awards can effectively promote sportsmanship not only because
they increase the visibility of sportsmanship behaviors but also because
they require that sportsmanship behaviors actually be measured in order
to give awards.

From Chalkboard to Playing Field

Sportsmanship Awards

In one high school league, good sportsmanship was measured by
officials and coaches by rating teams on a five-point scale from 0
(low) to 4 (high) on sportsmanship after each game during their
competitive seasons. Each coach rated the opposing team while the
officials rated both teams. At the end of the season, each team'’s
conference rank was determined by their total accumulated points.
The team with the highest sportsmanship rating received a trophy
reflecting their accomplishment.

One advantage of such a system is that the coaches were
constantly being asked to rate opponents and were rated
themselves. Thus, their awareness of sporting behavior was
continually heightened throughout the season. A disadvantage of this
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system is that, if the sportsmanship award were to become too highly
valued, the pressure to win the award might become so intense that
coaches might distort their ratings of the other teams in order to win
the award.

Awards given for sportsmanship should be based on mastery,
not competition or participation. That is, a given level of performance
must be mastered to be considered satisfactory sportsmanship (or
outstanding sportsmanship, depending upon the level desired). Every
individual or team achieving that level should receive the award. The
mastery level should be high enough to reflect a truly significant
accomplishment but should still be a realistic goal for most of the
participants in the program.

If other awards such as “Most Valuable Player” or “Most
Improved Player” are given by the sports program, the
sportsmanship award can be a prerequisite for an athlete to be
even considered for the other awards. In other words, all other
awards of merit are awarded only to those young athletes who
have first established themselves as good sports. This is quite a
radical suggestion. It requires a coach or organization that espouses
sportsmanship as the number one priority to literally act in a manner
consistent with their words!

Point Out the Benefits of Good Sportsmanship for the Individual
Athlete. A major aspect of sportsmanship involves ensuring that all
opponents are treated fairly, an approach that often decreases an indi-
vidual athlete’s chances of winning. Coaches can point out in concrete
terms the benefits of playing fairly and what athletes gain by behaving
in sporting fashion. As discussed earlier in this chapter, good sportsman-
ship increases the likelihood of making friends, improves one’s level of
sports performance, and increases both one’s self-respect and the respect
they earn from others.!* Being with friends is a major factor in why 8-
to 12-year-old children become involved with sport, as is the pursuit of
competence.'

Involve the Parents. Communication with parents is essential for a suc-
cessful youth sports experience. Parents should know what the coach’s
expectations are. Keeping them informed is important for both practical
and ethical reasons. Supportive parents who know their expected
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FIGURE 6.6 The
phrase, “the officials
lost control of the
game” becomes
irrelevant when
coach and athletes
believe that all
participants are
responsible for their
own behaviors.

role are much more likely to enhance the coach’s attempts to develop
sportsmanship behaviors than uninformed parents, and parents have a
right — even a mandate — to know what values an adult in any program
professes to teach their children. Coaches and parents who together are
teaching similar values both at home and on the field of play make a
powerful combination when teaching young athletes the principles of
moral reasoning.

The cooperative efforts of parents and coaches in youth sport set-
tings are important for another compelling reason. As athletes become
older and more experienced and become involved with higher levels and
more intense competitions, they often show lower levels of moral reason-
ing in sport settings. This documented finding is not because the moral
reasoning of older athletes is less sophisticated than younger athletes. It
most likely happens because of what has been termed “Game Reason-
ing.”!s In some sports (e.g., contact sports) some athletes learn a different
pattern of moral reasoning. They — and some of their coaches — believe
the referees and game officials are responsible for fairness. This reason-
ing is illustrated by the not uncommonly uttered phrase, “The officials
lost control of the game!” (Figure 6.6) When coaches and athletes believe
each individual is responsible for his or her behavior, such a statement
becomes irrelevant. Sportsmanship requires that all participants main-
tain control over game-related behavior. However, when participants be-
lieve that the moral reasoning used in “real life” is “set aside” when they
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walk onto the playing field, game reasoning might produce different
types of behaviors. Faking fouls, “working” the officials (attempting to
intimidate them), or bending the rules become predictable and accept-
able behaviors. When parents and coaches of young athletes work to-
gether to teach sportsmanship both on and off the field, the disconnect
between game reasoning and real-life reasoning is likely to disappear.

Hold Individuals Responsible for Good Sportsmanship. Avoid, to
the extent that you can, situations where the athletes’” poor behaviors
are anonymous. The card system used by soccer officials is an excellent
example of holding an individual responsible for his/her actions in a
public sense. Multiple cards within a game or across a series of competi-
tions leads to additional sanctions. Other athletes become aware of the
negative consequences of poor sportsmanship and tend to behave better,
particularly when they see that the consequences are regularly and fairly
enforced — even if not always perfectly. Similar systems could be devel-
oped for practice sessions and for other sports if coaches and administra-
tors agreed on its value for reducing acts of unsportsmanlike conduct.

Factors that Undermine Sportsmanship

TREATING SPORTSMANSHIP AS THE CONSOLATION PRIZE

Complimenting athletes for being good sports only after losses relegates
sportsmanship to something done when the team is not good enough to
win. Sportsmanship must be emphasized equally — win or lose — for your
athletes to see it as a primary value.

EXCEPTIONS FOR BETTER PLAYERS

What do you do, as the coach, if your star player cheats or curses at an
official? Do you take him or her out of the big game and risk losing or
do you only discipline lesser athletes? If you treat your star players dif-
terently, none of your players will see sportsmanship as a primary value.
They are also likely to question your credibility.

MODELING OTHERS WHO BEHAVE POORLY

Adolescents learn “acceptable” behaviors by watching professional ath-
letes, parents, and coaches. Modeling is a major form of learning. When
adults preach sportsmanship yet berate officials or opponents from the
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sidelines, kids learn to say what we say (“Play fair”), but do as we do
(display poor sportsmanship). Seeing poor behavior displayed by profes-
sional athletes and/or opponents does not automatically have a negative
influence on young athletes. Such poor behavior can be used as concrete
examples of how not to behave. Youngsters learn by being exposed to
both good and bad examples of behaviors and learning to make appro-
priate choices between them.

Summary

Sportsmanship is as much a way of thinking as it is a specific set of be-
haviors. That reasoning process can be taught but also depends upon
the youngster’s stage of maturity. Such instruction must be explicit and
structured just as with other forms of learning. Sportsmanship does not
develop just through exposure to sports and physical activities. While
sportsmanship and character development have long been touted as a
highly desirable outcome of sports participation, the evidence suggests
that they are not an inevitable outcome of such involvement. Only
when specific, systematic instructional programs are given a high pri-
ority within youth sports programs, will sportsmanship be purposively
developed by sport.

s YOUR TURN

Teaching Sportsmanship

You've just watched your team’ lose a heartbreaker. After
leading the contest going into the last few minutes of the
game, your team'’s defense collapses and the opposing
team scores twice during those last few minutes to win the
game. Your team'’s bitter disappointment is contrasted by
the excitement and elation of the opponents. Both teams
pass each other immediately after the game as they leave
the court/field/arena. As the opposing coach walks off with
several of his players, you overhear two young teens on your
team cursing at the coach and his players and telling them to
“Get out of here! You just got lucky! You really stink! You're
not welcome here!” The athletes don't realize you have
overheard them. You realize that the opposing coach and his
athletes probably didn’t actually hear the comments as they
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were quite a distance from your players. You do realize that
several other athletes on your team have heard the comments
loud and clear. No one outside of your team is likely to be
aware of these events. What would you do?

POSSIBLE INTERVENTIONS

Ignore the situation. A relatively common response. There
are times to ignore outbursts since everyone should have
some latitude about expressing feelings. To the extent that
the outburst was private or not directed at others, coaches
can choose to ignore such behaviors. However, muttering
to yourself under your breath or expressing your frustration
to yourself or to others in socially acceptable ways is quite
different from losing your composure in public or directing
your frustration at others. Since the behavior of these
youngsters was seen by their teammates and possibly seen by
the visiting team, ignoring it would seem inappropriate.

Use the incident as a teaching opportunity. There are a
variety of ways to use this event as an opportunity to teach
sportsmanship values. Because it is relatively private, the
coach can select an approach within the team setting. You
could take the boys aside and discuss how to respond after
a bitter disappointment. How do they want to be perceived?
Do they want to be seen as someone who “can handle it and
come back strong” or as poor sports who “lost their cool”?

Punishment or suspension. A brief suspension might be
appropriate at the next game. Such a punishment clearly
identifies unacceptable behavior and, for those players who
are motivated to play, could clearly control their behavior.
Punishment, while effective at changing overt behavior, may
be less effective at changing internal attitudes.

Public vs. private? You could talk to the athletes privately
about why their behaviors were inappropriate. Alternatively,
the incident might be an occasion to discuss good
sportsmanship with all members of the team. You could

point out that the two teens represent their team, and if the
opposing players had heard such comments, the likelihood of
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forming a negative image about your entire team would be
quite high. Ask your athletes how they would have felt if they
had heard two players on the other team “badmouthing” your
team. Would they have limited their judgments to just those
two individuals or would they have been likely to think poorly
about the entire opposing team?

* Require an apology. The opposing coach might be sent
a letter of apology written by the offenders. Such a letter
could be sent regardless of whether the opposing coach was
originally aware of the misbehavior. Further, the teens could
be required to formally apologize to their teammates for
poorly representing their team.

¢ Involve the parents. Parental support for such an action
would be quite helpful especially if the parents were
contacted and were supportive before any sanctions were
imposed. Such involvement could be much more than simply
informing them of their youngster ‘s indiscretions. Parents
could also help use the incident as a teaching opportunity.
If they agree that such behavior was inappropriate, they
could provide support by talking with their child about “what
are standards of acceptable behavior” and “"how athletes
must learn to control their frustrations after a tough loss.”
If the parents are not supportive and see such behavior as
“acceptable” or “just kids being kids,” the coach'’s actions
might have to be directed at identifying what behaviors are
acceptable on the team and why. For example, “How team
members behave elsewhere is out of my control; however, on
our team, what is accepted and demanded as appropriate
behavior is...."
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ou’ve volunteered to coach your son or daughter’s team and when
Yyou gather the youngsters around you for the first day’s practice,
you notice that one youngster is noticeably different from the others.
The wheel chair makes it obvious. What should you do?

In recreational community youth sport programs, enrollment is
typically open to everyone, regardless of ability or prior experience.
The “all play” philosophy of these recreation programs can often
create significant challenges for volunteer coaches. In addition to
being responsible for coaching young athletes of widely differing skills,
knowledge, and experiences, these volunteers are often assigned
the responsibility of coaching individuals with disabilities. Under
Federal law, athletes with disabilities must be included if “reasonable
accommodations” to rules, policies, practice sessions, and competitions
can be made. Often, that inclusion occurs without a great deal of
information provided to the volunteer coach regarding how to most
effectively include the individual with a disability in a meaningful way
with the non-disabled young athletes.

This chapter provides general guidelines for coaching athletes with dis-
abilities; then discusses specific communication and coaching tips for
individuals with specific types of disabilities and provides youth sports
coaches and administrators with a model for placing athletes with dis-
abilities into the least restrictive environments while permitting a safe
and meaningful sports experience. It concludes with access to a web page
highlighting actual case studies which integrate athletes with disabilities
into the least restrictive environments and identifies additional sources
of information for coaches of athletes with disabilities. For young ath-
letes with disabilities, coaches have to alter their coaching style to ensure
clear two-way communication and to provide appropriate skills training.
The goal is to maximize the quality of the athletes’ experiences in recre-
ational sports regardless of the presence or absence of a disability. Those
who believe that sports participation benefits children and youth quickly
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see that such benefits are often magnified for those youngsters who come
to the sports experience despite a disability.™

American with Disabilities Act

Under federal law, youth sport leagues that are open to all must include
individuals with disabilities if the disability:

1. Does not change the “inherent nature of the activity” Thus,
having wrestlers start the first period while physically touching to
accommodate a wrestler who has limited vision would normally
be considered to be within the bounds of wrestling especially
since the wrestlers begin both the second and third periods with
contact prior to wrestling.

2. Does not create “undue hardship” Having a parent provide the
coaches with sign language instruction might be quite reasonable
while providing a professional interpreter for all practices and
games for a small town recreation league might be an undue
financial hardship for a small, nonprofit sport organization.

3. Does not pose a “direct threat” and any threat must be
documented based upon objective factual evidence, not opinion
or subjective concerns such as an infectious disease that cannot be
contained because of the nature of sports (e.g., in swimming or a
bloody contact sport).

4. Can be accommodated by reasonable changes to rules, policies
or practices. Providing an individual with perceptual disabilities
with four strikes in baseball as opposed to three.

Prior to the start of the season, coaches should meet with the par-
ent/guardians and the athlete to learn more about the athlete’s abilities
and any prior inclusion strategies, both successful and unsuccessful. The
athlete and/or his/her parents or guardians are responsible for notifying

*Many thanks to Dina Trunzo, CTRS and Javier Robles, J.D. for their invaluable critiques
and thoughtful contributions to this chapter. Dina is the Manager of the Therapeutic
Recreation Department of the Somerset County Park Commission in Somerville, NJ as
well as the 2016-17 President of the New Jersey Recreation and Park Association. Javier
is an attorney and adjunct professor in the Kinesiology and Health Department, Rutgers
University and President of Thisabled, LLC, an organization that provides support to
persons with disabilities through self-empowerment and perseverance. He was former
Deputy Director of the NJ Division of Disability Services.
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FIGURE 7.1 While
not mentioning
sport directly, the
Americans with
Disabilities Act

of 1990 has had a
profound effect
on providing
access to youth
sport programs
for individuals
with disabilities
throughout the
United States.
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the administrator and/or the coach of any specific support services and/
or modifications required” (e.g., provision of restroom facilities, access
ramps, interpreters, large print instructions, etc.). However, administra-
tors and coaches can encourage the sharing of appropriate information
by asking the parents or guardians of all participating athletes before the
season begins the question, “Is there anything you can tell us about your
child so that we can provide him/her with a successtul experience?”

General Guidelines for Coaching Athletes

with Disabilities

The 1990 Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)? defines a disability as
a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more
“major life activities” including walking, seeing, hearing, speaking,
thinking and/or interacting with others. (Figure 7.1) An example of im-
paired interacting with others would be Attention Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD) which is characterized by inattentiveness, over-activi-
ty, impulsivity or a combination thereof.

INCLUSION

Inclusion, or the integration of people with and without disabilities in
youth sport programs, is governed by the ADA. What it means for youth
sports coaches is, essentially, providing children with disabilities the
same choices and opportunities in sport as every other child. A key com-

*Some parents are reluctant to identify their child’s disability for fear that the child
will be treated differently or be restricted from the opportunities provided for other
children.
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ponent of this law addresses the need for individuals with disabilities to
receive services in the least restrictive setting or environment. In other
words, every effort must be made to include children with physical, sen-
sory, behavioral and intellectual disabilities in their community’s youth
sport programs.

Most administrators and volunteer coaches readily support inclu-
sion, but they often lack specific information for effectively placing and
coaching athletes with disabilities. Inclusion requires a collaborative ef-
fort among administrators, coaches, parents, and athletes to help par-
ticipants — both disabled and nondisabled - to overcome challenges and
facilitate strategies for providing optimal experiences for all. It involves
an evaluation of the program and the environment in which the activ-
ity occurs in addition to an assessment of the needs of the athletes with
the disabilities.

BENEFITS OF INCLUSION

Benefits go far beyond merely permitting individuals with disabilities
to play sport. All of us, throughout our lives, will encounter individuals
with disabilities. Exposing youngsters to diverse populations of all types
fosters understanding and a sense of awareness instead of limited stereo-
types, especially when such interactions lead to successful life experi-
ences such as being part of a team. Further, when both the disabled and
non-disabled are given opportunities to interact with each other, they
can develop enhanced peer relationships and friendships that would
otherwise be denied. The training, the practices and the skill develop-
ment opportunities have more impact than the competitions alone.

A remarkable similarity exists between effective strategies for in-
cluding and coaching both disabled and non-disabled. Differences are
more often a matter of degree as opposed to qualitatively different strate-
gies. For example, “assessing an athlete’s initial ability” or the approach
of “avoid making assumptions about the athlete’s skills and needs” are
just as applicable for the non-disabled as for the disabled. “Keep it sim-
ple!” is just as applicable for t-ball coaches as it is for those who coach
older athletes with cognitive disabilities. Expanding these strategies to
include athletes with disabilities increases coaches’ awareness and ability
to apply such strategies more effectively to all populations.
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Universal Design/Programming?®

Since the inception of the ADA, the concept of inclusion has changed
from merely modifying activities and environments to permit legally
required inclusion to a much broader approach focused on designing
activities, environments and communication for all. Initially, Univer-
sal Design originated from an architectural design approach to physical
products and environmental structures. It is defined as “the design of
products or environments to be usable by all people to the greatest extent
possible without need for adaptation or specialized design®.” The seven
principles® that serve as the core of Universal Design rapidly became rec-
ognized as an overall strategy that can benefit virtually all segments of
society permitting a more receptive approach to learning as well as ac-
cessible environments and usable products. Its impact on inclusion for
individuals both those with and without disabilities has been immense.
It is not a “one size fits all” approach but rather that a “naturally inclusive
environment benefits everyone.”

UNIVERSAL PROGRAMMING - THE ENVIRONMENT

Provide clearly defined boundaries for activities and drills. Use cones,
tape, signage to indicate safe zones. Assign specific areas for activities
that are free from hazards and accessible to all. Ensure that the assigned
space is adequate and appropriate for the nature of the activity. Keep
sensory distractions to a minimum, especially visual and auditory dis-
tractions but keep in mind that for some, touch and smell may also be
powerful distractions.

UNIVERSAL PROGRAMMING - THE SCHEDULE

Set up clear, consistent schedules and rotations from station to station.
Minimize waiting. Standing in line should be by design, not a result of
poor planning (for example, a brief rest after an intense activity, not the
result of a lack of sufficient equipment). Moving from station to station
should be preceded by transitional prompts. (“We'll be moving from the
warm-ups to the next drill station by the cones in two minutes. Be ready.”).
Coaches should have back up plans if the originally designed activity is
not working or if another group has already occupied the area. Rules and
routines should be consistent — and, thus predictable by the athletes.
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Universal Programming — The Skill Development

Identify those skills you wish to develop (physical skills — swinging the
bat levelly in baseball batting; cognitive skills — being able to recognize
balls and strikes in and out of the strike zone; emotional — maintaining
one’s composure after striking out). Praise the skills; repeat the skills;
build the skills progressively.

Universal Programming — The Coaching Staff

The coach’s behavior can increase or decrease the inappropriate behav-
ior of the athletes regardless of ability levels (See Chapter 2 on Effective
Coaching Strategies and Chapter 4 on Positive Discipline.) Say “Hello”
and “Goodbye.” Discuss rules and expectations. Learn and use athletes’
names. Consistently communicate with everyone. Anticipate and pre-
empt negative behaviors and promote positive behaviors.

Here are general guidelines for coaching athletes with disabilities.
(Figure 7.2)

FIGURE 7.2 Effective coaching
requires not only enthusiasm and
concern for your athletes but it
also requires a willingness to learn
both the specifics of your athlete’s
disability and a knowledge of your
sport.
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COMMUNICATION TIPS

Be enthusiastic and interested in the progress of each athlete. Know both
the activity and how you wish to teach and coach it before you begin.
Have equipment ready. Give the activity and the objective specific names:
(“We're going to do ‘Double Touch Drills.” Dribble the soccer ball by
touching it every second step!”). Review rules and expectations regularly
but more often with younger and less cognitively able individuals. State
boundaries and expectations (Be certain to make at least 10 attempts at
shooting the basket before we rotate stations in the next 10 minutes.”)
Gather the group so that they can hear and see you and are paying atten-
tion before you begin the instructions (e.g., facing you with their backs
toward the older team on the next court and sitting on their basketballs
so they are not bouncing the balls.). Give clear, specific instructions in
small sequential steps that are consistent with your rules. Ask the ath-
letes to repeat your directions. Where possible post reminders. Prompt
them to give you eye contact. Show them what you want them to do and
not to do. (“Pass the ball this way, not that way. Do it this way.”). Ask
before they move to their drills stations “Any questions?” Modify and
adapt drills that are not working. Regularly prompt transitions. Encour-
age them to try the “new ways” without fear and embarrassment. Praise
individuals in front of their peers for the skills of learning to learn (“Way
to focus.” “Excellent concentration!” “Way to hustle even after a miss!”).

Meet with the parents/guardians to discuss the disability. Seek per-
tinent information concerning the athlete’s specific disability, including
medications and secondary disabilities. For example, Down Syndrome
athletes, in addition to the cognitive disability, typically have very loose
muscular/skeletal joints and a severe weakness in the neck area, which
places them at risk when pressure is placed on the head and neck in
sports such as gymnastics when performing forward and backward rolls.

Avoid singling out the athlete with the disability. Look for opportu-
nities to address all your athletes without stigmatizing any one of them.
For example, incorporate auditory, visual and tactile demonstrations for
all your athletes when introducing new skills. Make certain all athletes
understand before initiating a drill.

COACHING TIPS

Assess the disabled athlete using methods similar to those used with
nondisabled athletes. Be certain to provide the athlete with opportuni-
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ties to demonstrate his skills and abilities. Focus on identifying abilities,
not disabilities. For example, when assessing a sport skill such as drib-
bling a ball in soccer, allow the child with the disability to demonstrate
how they dribble.

Modify only those aspects of the activities that need to be modi-
fied for a given athlete, while still maintaining the integrity of the game.
For example, in tennis, an athlete’s participation might be facilitated by
allowing her to return the ball after two bounces while other players in
the same game must play the ball after only one bounce. Allow 4 or 5
strikes in baseball/softball to increase chances of getting a hit (an out-
come that increases fielding opportunities as well!). Use a brightly col-
ored ball when a player has difficulty seeing or tracking the ball. Make
modifications only when needed to accommodate the athlete’s abilities
and to ensure the safety of all participants. (Figure 7.3)

Mark positions on the playing field; for example, by taping X's on
the floor in basketball as the starting points for a zone defense. Trace an
outline of the proper hand position on the football for throwing a spiral
forward pass. Make the equipment smaller, lighter, heavier or bigger (Use
a size 3 soccer ball or use a beach ball instead of a volleyball).

Encourage parents of the athletes to watch practice so that they
may recognize areas where they can encourage and assist their child
with “homework;” that is, practicing skills at home.

FIGURE 7.3

Make the
equipment such

as the ball smaller
or larger, lighter

or bigger, or with
contrasting colors
to aid the athlete in
tracking the ball.
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Be flexible. Different techniques will work for different types of
learners. Remember that asking the disabled athlete for input is often an
effective way to obtain important information. For example, an upper
extremity amputee may need a modification in throwing and catching a
softball. Ask him to demonstrate the method he may have already devel-
oped. Just as importantly, requesting such input respects the dignity and
competence of the disabled athlete.

Coaching Athletes with Intellectual Disabilities

Do not assume that the presence of an intellectual disability means a
lack of physical skills and abilities.

COMMUNICATION TIPS

Keep your directions simple and concrete. Verbal instruction should be
brief, simple, and to the point. For example, ask the athlete to “look at
third base,” or “step toward third base” instead of “rotate to the left.”

Check to ensure that directions are adequately understood before
beginning a new activity or drill. For example, instead of asking “Do you
understand?” ask, “What were you just asked to do?” The response to
“understanding” is often “Yes,” regardless of the athlete’s level of com-
prehension.

COACHING TIPS

Be aware of short attention spans. Provide breaks as necessary and com-
pensate for lower skill levels with additional instruction time and small-
er, multiple steps in the teaching progressions. Place the athlete next to
a peer who already understands the instructions. Pair the athlete with a
buddy and/or provide individualized instruction.

Physically demonstrate skills whenever possible but do not rely on
mirroring (i.e., demonstrating while facing the athlete). Demonstrate
while facing the same direction as the athletes are facing since they may
lack the capacity to distinguish left from right. (Figure 7.4)

When possible, use additional cues to aid athletes in following di-
rections. For example, a red bracelet could be used on the demonstrator’s
right arm to highlight right from left by prompting red equals right.
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FIGURE 7.4
Demonstrations that
avoid mirroring are
often followed more
easily by athletes
with cognitive
disabilities.

Keep athletes in a well-defined area for instruction with clear
boundaries such as the infield in baseball or the 18-yard box in soccer.
Assign a player a certain portion of the field where only she is permitted
to play the ball.

Provide substantial repetition of previously learned skills. Consider
setting aside time before the beginning of regular practice to review pre-
viously learned skills before initiating new or more advanced instruction
with the disabled athlete(s) and others who might benefit from addi-
tional repetitions.

Use concrete cues. For example, when coaching a gymnast to take a
longer lunge on a round off (i.e., in the hurdle step), place a carpet square
on the floor and ask the gymnast to step across the target rather than
merely saying “Make your lunge longer.” Also, systematically prompt the
athlete to refocus on a task or repeat instructions, especially if the task is
complex or has multiple steps or sequential components.

Use “whole-part-whole” learning strategies or backward chaining.
Whole-part-whole involves first demonstrating or having the athlete
perform the entire complex skill followed by step-by-step instruction
that breaks down and focuses on each of the required component skills,
then putting the components back together as an entire skill. For ex-
ample, first show the athletes the entire baseball swing. Then break the
activity into parts and coach those individual parts such as proper foot
stance, arm placement, and stepping into the swing. Then have them
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execute the entire swing. While this strategy differs little from working
with all athletes regardless of disability, disabled athletes may require
that the skill be broken down into even smaller steps than for typically
developing athletes.

With backward chaining, the coach helps the athlete with all
stages of a skill sequence except the very last stage which the athlete
completes by himself, experiencing instant success. After several such
successes, the athlete completes the last two stages in the sequence; then
the last three stages; etc. until the entire skill can be completed from be-
ginning to end. For example, have the baseball player throw directly to
first base. Then have them face sideways from which they must turn and
throw. Then throw the ball gently to one side of the player so that they
must retrieve the ball, then turn and then throw. Then throw the ball
even further away from the players so that they must step to retrieve the
ball, then turn and then throw. Even more simplified steps may need to
be developed with athletes of lower cognitive and/or physical skill.

Coaching Athletes with Behavioral Disorders

Prior to the season, meet with the athlete’s parents or guardians to deter-
mine what behavioral management techniques they use and which are
applicable in a sport setting. Faster learning, less confusion, and higher
motivational levels will result. Acting out (displaying disruptive behav-
ior) may be triggered by excessive waiting time, lack of leadership, unclear
expectations, lack of predictable structure, environmental distractions,
fear of change, and feelings of powerlessness. Sometimes, all you need to
do is to simply ask the athlete why he is acting out and then change the
triggering element instead of resorting to disciplinary actions.

Take time at the beginning of the season to establish clear expecta-
tions and rules. Specificity, clarity and consistency are particularly im-
portant concepts for athletes with behavioral problems. Ask the parents
if there are techniques, behavioral plans or charting used in the child’s
school setting that can be replicated on the playing field or gym. Using
similar strategies in both settings provides consistency for the athlete
and avoids “re-inventing the wheel.” Because of confidentiality laws,
only the parent or the guardians can provide you with such direct infor-
mation about their child.
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Try to “catch them being good.” Rewarding good behavior is key
rather than solely focusing on disciplining poor behavior.

COMMUNICATION TIPS

Have realistic expectations. For example, ask the athlete to “stay focused”
for 2 minutes rather than for the entire practice. If the athlete is consis-
tently able to focus for 5 minutes, then extend the request to 8 to 10
minutes. Use progressions in “learning to focus and pay attention” just
as you use progressions for learning physical sport skills.

Help the athlete focus on the coach’s direction and not on parents
and spectators. Such a focus minimizes confusion particularly for ath-
letes who are easily distracted. For example, tell the athlete to make eye
contact with you during instruction so that “I can see you listening!”
“When you look at me while I'm coaching, I know you are paying at-
tention. If you are looking away, you might be listening but I can't tell.”

Athletes with behavioral issues often overreact to extraneous stim-
uli, such as minor noise, touches, or visual distractions. This over-reac-
tivity can disrupt the learning situation and be extremely frustrating
for coaches. To maintain their attention, station them close to you and
when providing corrections to sport skills or behaviors that may sound
like criticisms, preface your instruction with “I'm not mad at you. Keep
your hands quiet.”

COACHING TIPS

Keep the practice format structured by doing similar skills and drills in
similar sequences so the athletes know what to expect. Rely heavily on
transition prompts — warnings about what is to come next. State how
long before we rotate stations, when warm-ups will end, when practice
is over.

Provide sufficient time and practice for each skill before moving
on to the next level. Athletes with behavioral issues may require more
time to learn than other athletes. In fact, slower learning may be one of
the underlying causes of the behavioral problems themselves. Concepts
or skills that other athletes might master in a single practice might take
multiple sessions for athletes with behavioral issues.

Respect the athlete’s right to personal space during your instruction
and while they are interacting with teammates. While physical contact
is often unavoidable in team sports, strive to be sensitive to the ath-

Return to TOC



162

Return to TOC

Chapter 7

lete’s preferences. If he prefers not to be touched, use visual and auditory
coaching techniques.

Coaching Athletes with Neuromuscular Disabilities
Such as Cerebral Palsy and Spina Bifida

Prior to the season, meet with the athletes and their parent/guardians
to determine their level of intellectual functioning. Do not assume that
an athlete with speech difficulties (common with cerebral palsy) has an
intellectual impairment. However, for those athletes who also have intel-
lectual deficits, use one-word cues and/or signals developed jointly with
the athlete to promote effective, respectful communication.

Because there are different types of cerebral palsy (CP), obtain in-
formation on the characteristics of the athlete’s CP to determine the con-
ditions for maximal performance. For example, an athlete with spastic
CP (stiff, awkward movements) might perform better after a brief warm-
up, whereas an athlete with dyskinetic/athetoid CP (involuntary, uncon-
trollable movements) might perform better by avoiding any warm-up
and performing directly after a brief rest.

COMMUNICATION TIPS

Allow additional time for communicating and exchanging information.
Ask the athletes for their preferred means of communicating.

COACHING TIPS

Because physical balance is often a problem for CP athletes, use strategies
to broaden their physical base of support such as using a wider stance
while attempting to throw or hit a pitched ball.

Match the athletes to playing positions that allow them to use their
strengths. For example, if an athlete cannot run well, she might be able
to function well as a pitcher or catcher, positions from which she can
throw and catch from a standing position. Other adaptations may in-
volve the use of pinch runners and/or allowing a baseball player to hit
the ball from a tee.

Provide adaptive equipment or devices for athletes of different skill
levels and degrees of disabilities; for example, bowling ramps, balls with
handles, devices that permit athletes with disabilities to hold bats, rac-
quets or other specialized equipment.
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Coaching Athletes with Upper Extremity
Amputation/Limb Deficiency

The extent to which an athlete is limited by an upper extremity limb
deficiency depends upon whether the deficiency is above or below the
elbow. (Figure 7.5) Assess the athletes’ abilities rather than disabilities
to determine in which aspects of the activity they can participate. For
example, are they capable of controlling a basketball sufficiently to shoot
the ball at the basket with one hand while stabilizing the ball with the
affected limb?

COMMUNICATION TIPS

Rarely does a physical amputee require special communication tech-
niques. However, provide them with the respect of asking if they need
assistance and, if so, how might they prefer to be assisted.

FIGURE 7.5 The impact of an upper
limb deficiency depends upon
whether the deficiency is above or
below the elbow and the specific
requirements of the sport.
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COACHING TIPS

The athlete may use both arms, combining the use of the affected limb
and the unaffected limb to participate. For example, a baseball pitcher
with a deficiency below the elbow may hold the mitt under his limb
while he is pitching the ball and then transfer the mitt to his unaffected
limb in preparation for possibly catching the ball hit by the batter.

Amputees may need more frequent rest periods due to the sensitivity
of their amputated limb and the tendency toward increased perspiration,
particularly if they have lived a sedentary lifestyle and, at least initially,
lack the necessary conditioning for playing sport.

Use balls that are easier to grip (nerf balls, partially inflated balls,
balls and mitts with Velcro). Allow any type of throwing (overhead, over-
hand, underhand). Push balls down ramps when bowling or off station-
ary surfaces such as T-ball stands, laps, tables, ramps). Expand the defi-
nition of success. For example, count attempts to throw the runner out
as successful if the ball lands within arm’s length of the first baseman
before the runner crosses the base.

Coaching Athletes with Lower Extremity Amputation/
Limb Deficiency

The extent to which an athlete is limited by a lower extremity limb defi-
ciency depends upon whether the deficiency is above or below the knee
(Figure 7.6) Lower-extremity amputees may choose to participate in one
sport using an assistive device (such as a wheelchair for a road race) and
other sports without such devices (such as ambulating for volleyball ei-
ther with or without prosthesis). Alternately, they may use a prosthesis
specifically designed to enhance performance in their chosen sport or
may require adaptive equipment.

COMMUNICATION TIPS

Again, assess the athletes’ abilities rather than disabilities to determine in
which aspects of the activity they can participate. For example, if they are
able to participate in basketball skills and drills but do not meet the per-
formance standards to play in competition, then every effort should be
made to include them in that part of the sport they can do. For example,
if they are able to bat in baseball, coaches might be able to provide a pinch
runner once they have hit the ball to complete the accommodation.
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FIGURE 7.6

The impact of a
lower limb deficien-
cy depends upon
whether the defi-
ciency is above or
below the knee and
the specific require-
ments of the sport.

COACHING TIPS

Amputees may need to widen their stance for support for adequate bal-
ance. Just as with upper extremity deficiencies, lower extremity ampu-
tees may need more frequent rest periods and tend toward increased per-
spiration due to lower levels of cardiovascular conditioning.

Use kicking modifications such as different size balls. Use different
weight balls when strength is an issue. Use alternative kickers. Permit
unlimited tries. Kick stationary rather than moving balls. Permit partici-
pants to hit, push or touch the ball instead of kicking.

Familiarize yourself with the athlete’s assistive devices such as a
wheelchair.” A lightweight chair may need to be supported from under-
neath during outdoor field activities. Some types of wheelchairs may
be more prone to tipping over if an athlete leans forward or sideways to
retrieve a ball or other sport-related movements.

Those athletes with upper body involvement in sports such as ten-
nis might need additional modification to participate such as a Velcro
strap to hold a racquet.

Coaching Athletes with Visual Impairments

Visual impairments range from total blindness (the inability to tell light
from dark) to a reduction in vision so severe that it cannot be corrected

*Note: The ADA requires that facilities meet minimum accessibility standards. This
approach should include playing fields and facilities, locker rooms, parking lots,

pectator areas, and restroom facilities.
Return to TOC
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with glasses or contact lenses and, as a result, reduces a person’s ability
to function at tasks requiring the ability to see. A visual impairment may
also include a limited visual field where the width of the athlete’s visual
field is so restricted (no greater than 20 degrees) that they literally have
“tunnel vision.” This category may also include suffering from double
vision or distorted visual images.

COMMUNICATION TIPS

Be sensitive to the type of assistance the athlete prefers. Ask if they need
help and, if so, what type of assistance is preferred.

COACHING TIPS

Use bigger softer balls for tracking or balls that beep. Use balls whose
colors contrast with the typical background.

Coaching Athletes with Hearing Impairments®

Athletes with hearing impairments resemble their nondisabled peers
in terms of physical abilities. Therefore, minimal physical modifica-
tions should be necessary. The term “deat” typically refers to individuals
whose loss of hearing is so profound that they cannot process speech
and hearing even with the aid of hearing devices. Hearing impaired in-
dividuals may be “hard of hearing” but are still capable of using their
limited hearing when communicating with others. Individuals can have
a loss of hearing in one or both ears.

COMMUNICATION TIPS

Do not assume that all hearing impaired athletes use sign language.
Many athletes with hearing impairments have some residual hearing.
They often use combination techniques including sign language, lip
reading, and, when possible, any limited auditory cues still available to
them. Ask the athletes for the type of communication they most prefer
and face the person directly. (Figure 7.7)

Talk in a normal voice. Shouting may actually be painful and/or
distracting to athletes wearing hearing aids. Talk at a normal speed. Do
not mouth words or exaggerate lip movements. Use short words and sen-
tences with one- or two-word cues to permit better comprehension.
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FIGURE 7.7

While signing is of-
ten a useful means
of communicating
by athletes who are
deaf, many athletes
with hearing impair-
ments have some
residual hearing and
use multiple tech-
niques to overcome
their hearing loss.

Arrange the physical environment to maximize visual cues dur-
ing instruction and minimize background noise whenever and wherever
possible. For example, avoid standing where your face is hidden in shad-
ows (such as in front of a window, light source, or sun). Whenever pos-
sible, position the athletes close to you so that instruction can be more
easily seen.

Use visual and tactile cues where possible to gain the athlete’s at-
tention (e.g., flip lights on and off; use hand signals; touch the athlete’s
arm). Use physical demonstrations of the skills or drills.

COACHING TIPS

Sport skill instruction should include visual and tactile examples and re-
inforcement such as hand clapping or pats on the shoulder. Hand signals
can be used to officiate, start races, and give directions.

Where there is body contact, have your athletes remove hearing
aids or provide them with protective coverings to minimize the possibil-
ity of injury.

Where possible, avoid teaching stations and specific exercises that
impede vision. For example, instead of having your athletes stand and
bend from the waist to touch their toes, have them sit and execute a pike
stretch while you stand in front within their field of vision.

Athletes with hearing impairments sometimes experience balance
problems. The problem can be minimized by broadening the athlete’s
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physical base of support. Such a strategy can be used in a baseball de-
fensive stance, throwing a baseball, serving a volleyball, or shooting a
basketball foul shot.

Coaching Athletes with Autism

Autism describes a spectrum of traits which affect the athlete’s ability
to communicate, relate to others, understand language and play. Some-
times the behaviors are called Aspergers Syndrome. Autistic children
vary widely in their abilities, intelligence and behaviors. They may have
difficulty understanding verbal and nonverbal language as well as figu-
rative language. As a result, they may have difficulty telling others what
they want or how they are feeling. They may display unusual or odd
speech patterns. They often have difficulty adjusting to changes in their
routines, changing surroundings and change in general. Repetitive body
movements and behavior patterns are quite common. Many have im-
paired social skills and have difficulty knowing how to play with others,
often avoiding eye contact. They often display abnormal responses to
sensory stimuli and can respond negatively, sometimes aggressively, to
being touched. They may show a limited range of interests and/or a pre-
occupation with a narrow range of interests (dinosaurs, trains, bugs, etc.)

COMMUNICATION TIPS

Because of the autistic athlete’s difficulty with change, regularly warn
of upcoming changes by providing transition prompts whenever pos-
sible. Announce upcoming changes in an activity (“We're going to stop
stretching and begin batting practice, in 10 minutes”). Remind them of
the impending change again at 5 minutes prior to the change, etc., etc.
Use visual and verbal cues together. Speak in a firm but calm voice and
provide clear expectations of the desired behaviors (“Keep your hands to
yourselt”, “Walk, no running”, “Hands down and quiet hands,” etc.). Use
“First, then” statements (“First, we are going to jog; then we are going to
stretch”).

COACHING TIPS

Provide as much structure as possible. Be predictable; that is, whenever
possible, provide a schedule of events or rotations throughout the prac-
tice. Where appropriate and possible, use timers. Make certain that the
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tasks and drills are specific, clear, consistent and easily accomplished.
Present tasks or skills one at a time to make it easier for the autistic ath-
lete to process what is expected. Give immediate and specific, positive
feedback. Demonstrate the activity or sports skills whenever possible.

Coaching Athletes with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD)

Athletes with ADHD show short attention spans, impulsivity, inability to
inhibit behaviors, lack of self-control and hyperactivity. They may expe-
rience low self-esteem, display a lack of social skills and have difficulty
following rules. They have difficulty working on long-term goals and re-
quire constant redirection and need close supervision coupled with ver-
bal and visual cues to enable them to stay on task. They often display vol-
atile emotions and frequently overreact to changes in their environment.
They tend to respond best to a structured, predictable environment.

SPOTLIGHT ON YOUTH SPORTS

Teaching Sportsmanship to an ADHD Athlete

The following is a potential script for providing a young ADHD athlete
with concrete instructions concerning how to behave in situations
requiring good sportsmanship.

“Billie, do your best no matter whether we are ahead or behind.
Do not make fun of the losing team ... Say ‘Good Job’ or "Way to

go! It was fun playing against you.’ Being a good winner means
not bragging if your team wins... say ‘nice game’ to the players on
the other team. Stay cool if you lose and say to yourself, ‘Oh well,
you win some and lose some.’ Show respect toward everyone. And
remember, we help those who are less skilled.”

COMMUNICATION TIPS

Post daily schedules and assignments when possible. Use transition
prompts to call their attention to schedule changes. Set specific times for
specific tasks. Provide regularly scheduled and frequent breaks. Whenev-
er possible, supplement verbal instructions with visual instructions and
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demonstrations. Use timers. Use clear, simple and consistent rules and
expectations. State consequences ahead of time for both positive and
negative behaviors and then deliver those consequences immediately.

COACHING TIPS

Be simple and clear with concrete examples of what behaviors are ex-
pected. For example, when teaching sportsmanship, be as specific as pos-
sible and give concrete prompts for the behaviors you expect.

The Reluctant Participant

When an athlete is observed not participating, ask yourself several re-
lated questions before attempting to engage them in the activity.

DO THEY UNDERSTAND?

Might they be reluctant to participate because they lack understanding
of your instructions? Ask them to repeat the instructions or ask “Do you
have any questions?”

DO THEY LACK THE SKILLS?

Have the skills been adequately taught? Are they afraid of making a mis-
take or lack the strength, flexibility and agility to execute the required
skills or the prerequisite skills? An athlete not strong enough to support
their body weight might justifiably be reluctant to perform a cartwheel
or handstand in gymnastics.

DO THEY HAVE AN INTEREST?

Do they want to do the activity? A lack of interest is likely to be displayed
if they are afraid, confused, embarrassed, believe they lack the capacity
to do the activity or the activity hurts (for example, a flexibility exercise).
Ask if they want to try and, if not, why not. Often a simple modification
in the activity can spark an interest.

Direct Threats/Risk

There may be occasions when you or a parent of one of your athletes ex-
presses concern about the possibility that an individual with a disability
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poses a direct threat to themselves or to the health and safety of others.
Such concerns often occur with behavioral disabilities or autism but can
be raised about virtually any disability. For such a threat to disqualify a
participant with a disability, it must be real and not based upon miscon-
ceptions or ignorance concerning the particular disability. Further, the risk
needs to be of such character that it cannot be eliminated or reduced to
an acceptable level by modifying the program’s policies, practices or pro-
cedures or by the provision of auxiliary aids or services. The existence of
a direct threat must be based upon an individualized assessment (current
medical evidence or best available objective evidence) that assesses the:

a. Nature, duration and severity of the risk, as well as how imminent
the threat of harm is.

b. Probability that a potential injury will actually occur.

c. And whether reasonable modification will eliminate the risk.

In one case’, a Karate school was found to have justifiably denied admis-
sion of a 12-year-old boy with AIDS to their program. The court held that
the boy posed a direct threat to other children in the program because of
the high risk of blood-to-blood contact between students in this particu-
larly intense form of karate. Bloody injuries were “extremely likely” to
produce unavoidable blood-to-blood contact. The court held that, other
than private lessons which the school had offered to the boy, no reason-
able modification would eliminate the high risk. The court ruled that
requiring the school to teach a less aggressive style would constitute a
fundamental change to the nature of the program, and that physical
protections such as eye coverings and gloves would be ineffective in this
type of Karate.

Case Studies and Best Practices

A much more elaborate discussion of techniques for working effectively
with young athletes with disabilities is available on the Rutgers Youth
Sport Research Council’s web page at http://youthsports.rutgers.edu. It
provides numerous case studies of successful integration of athletes with
disabilities into programs ranging from total integration into communi-
ty recreation programs to partial integration or assignment to programs
dedicated solely to participants with disabilities.
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SPOTLIGHT ON YOUTH SPORTS

An Inclusion Model®

Placing athletes with disabilities into an appropriate program in
competitive youth sports is primarily the responsibility of the youth
sport administrator, but the coach can have a dramatic effect on
including that individual in the sports program in meaningful ways.
Thus, both administrators and coaches benefit from understanding
the process by which athletes with disabilities can be assessed

and ultimately placed in the least restrictive and most appropriate
program.

The placement of disabled athletes can range from programs
with no adaptations to programs designed exclusively for the
disabled. In making the assessment, administrators should consider
the participant’s preference (“I'd rather play with similarly disabled

III

individuals” vs. “I'd rather play with all my friends.”) while seeking the

least restrictive environment from the following options:

Full inclusion. Sport programs and leagues are open to the
general population with no modifications for athletes who are

disabled.

Inclusion with Support Services. Transportation, instructional
aides, and/or supplemental training that do not alter the athletic
program itself are provided. For example, permitting golf carts
for golfers with ambulatory disabilities when nondisabled golfers
must walk or providing signing for a child with a hearing loss.

Inclusion with Modification. Adaptive or assistive devices are
provided, such as modified skis for double leg amputees, that
do not alter the fundamental nature of the program but without
which the disabled athlete could not participate.

Programs for Disabled and Nondisabled. Peer programs
incorporate the buddy system designed to promote peer
interaction of disabled and nondisabled athletes who are
members of the same team. This can be accomplished both within
the community (e.g., Challenger Little League) or may be offered
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by disability specific organizations (e.g., Special Olympics Unified
Sports).

Programs Designed Exclusively for the Disabled. Nondisabled
athletes are not permitted to participate. Examples include the
National Junior Wheelchair Sports and the Special Olympics. The
community may consider starting a disability specific program
(e.g., basketball league for intellectually disabled) if there is
sufficient need or interest.

s YOUR TURN

Placing Athletes in the Least Restrictive
Environment

Appendix 7.1|provides you with a decision-making tree to
assist you in deciding what is the most appropriate placement
for an athlete with a disability to ensure the least restrictive

youth sports environment. The goal is to place the athlete in
an environment where success is possible and the restrictions
are minimal yet capable of providing a safe, challenging sport
experience. Select an athlete with a specific disability; answer
the sequential questions in the decision-making tree; and
determine the least restrictive sports program for your athlete
based upon the characteristics of that athlete’s disability.
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youth sports team often starts out merely as a collection of
Aindividuals with little connection except their interest in a specific
sport. They may be a group of youngsters who just have been assigned
to you, as the coach, after tryouts or registrations have been completed.
With your guidance, they can become much more than that. Under
your care, they can come together for a common purpose and bond as
a team. A major task for youth sport coaches is to develop that team
cohesiveness in positive ways” in much the same way that they develop
individual sports skills.

Mike Krzyzewski (Coach K), head basketball coach of Duke
University and a three-time Olympic gold medal winning basketball
coach, notes that teams evolve. He believes team building takes time,
common goals, and competition.! By time, he means the time to form
relationships, the time to establish standards, and the time to develop
motivation. By goals, he means having a purpose that unites and
prepares. By competition, he means an ongoing self-assessment of how
effective your training has been for preparing your athletes to perform
under pressure and determining what changes and improvements must
be made to continue to improve and reach your common goals.

Coaches have a strong influence on the team environment in
which team cohesion develops. They determine and model “the values,
attitudes and behaviors that are acceptable and encouraged (e.g., mutual
support, hard work, communication) as well as those that are discouraged
(e.g., tardiness, selfishness, conflict.)”? Coaches must directly, clearly, and
consistently communicate the values, attitudes, and behaviors necessary
for building a group that sees itself as a unified team.

Types of Team Cohesion

Two classic types of cohesion have been identified: Task cohesion where
the members of the team are united in their efforts to achieve a common
goal and social cohesion where the members of the team are attracted to
one another as part of a special group. Task cohesion typically develops
rapidly and naturally in interactive team sports such as basketball, soc-
cer and football. Task cohesion may need to be nurtured in individual

* Bonding can result for negative reasons such as group members facing a common
threat. Such an approach in youth sports is undesirable, unethical, and unnecessary.
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FIGURE 8.1

The Team Building
Pyramid.

Games are one of
many important
ways to nurture the
development of a
Valuing One’s Teammates strong team culture,
especially in youth
sport programs.

sports such as track and field, gymnastics, and swimming. Social cohe-
sion depends strongly on a positive team climate, a factor over which
the youth sport coach has substantial, although not total, control. While
the emphasis on developing each type of cohesion may differ depending
upon the level of the competition (e.g., “in town” recreational teams vs.
higher skill level traveling squads), both are important in youth sports.
While there is debate over whether team cohesiveness causes team
success or results from team success, the existence of a positive team cli-
mate for youth sport teams is important either way. Belonging to a team --
being part of a special group -- is an important experience for young boys
and girls. As a coach, you can enhance a positive team climate and thus
encourage the development of strong team cohesion in a number of ways.?

Developing Team Cohesiveness and a Positive
Team Climate

The model* in Figure 8.1 outlines the stages through which both a posi-
tive team climate and team cohesion can be enhanced and systemati-
cally developed. A team can be a special community for young athletes,
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a community in which they feel safe, feel a sense of belonging, and be-
lieve they can contribute in meaningful ways to common team goals.
Team building is not an accidental result of being thrown together on a
specific team but rather occurs over time as team members learn to con-
nect with one another. Coaches can facilitate such bonding by provid-
ing time for friendships to form both on the practice field and at social
functions outside of practices (e.g., a swim party, a trip to an amusement
park, an awards banquet, and attending games of higher level teams
such as a local high school, college, or professional match).

Let’s examine how we can use games appropriate for children and
youth at each of these levels for building a positive team climate and a
strong sense of belonging to a special group — our team. The games are
only a means to an end. The specific games described in this chapter are
examples to illustrate team-building strategies. What is important is not
the specific game but rather the purpose of the activity. The type of game
used should vary depending upon the age, experience, and maturity of
the athletes, the length of time the athletes have been together, and
what specific aspect of cohesion the coach wishes to develop.

ammmm. STAGE 1
Relating Positively to One’s Coach

When you first meet with your team, they may or may not know each
other and they probably do not know you - at least in your role as coach.
You want to develop a positive rapport with your athletes.

BE A POSITIVE AUTHORITY FIGURE

Authority and rapport are not incompatible with each other. In fact,
they are often complementary. Rapport is an attitude of trust and confi-
dence between you and the team members. It results from your being in
charge, being predictable, and being a source of positive experiences for
the team members (Figure 8.2). For example, simply asking them ques-
tions such as “What is your favorite playing position?” or “What are your
tavorite skills to practice?” lets them know that, from the very outset,
you are interested in them and their concerns. Play games with them,
especially with younger teams, where you as the coach get to provide
rewards that are independent of skill level (See Game #1).
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FIGURE 8.2
Rapport is the

result of being
predictable, being
in charge and being
a source of positive
experiences for your
team.

Let your players know that you believe in them. With high-level
teams that belief can be expressed in terms of your belief that they will
be successful in competition. For beginning teams that expression of
confidence can be in terms of believing they are capable of learning and
improving their team skills.

GAME #1: What's in Your Gym Bag?

“Who has a dirty white sock in your gym bag?” “Who has a
combination lock for their locker?’ In this very simple game, the first
youngster who shows what you asked for each time you ask for a new
item gets a modest reward (candy bar, lollipop), and you become the
positive center of the game.

MAINTAIN TEAM STABILITY

Teams that stay together and play together over longer periods of time
tend to have a stronger sense of unity than teams with considerable
personnel turnover. As a coach, you cannot totally prevent turnover
especially from season to season. Players change age groups, move out
of town, move into town, quit to become involved in other appropri-
ate activities, etc., etc. Some turnover is inevitable at virtually all levels
of competitive sport. Encouraging your league to keep players together
from season to season may be appropriate in some leagues and inappro-
priate in others. Players will always be moving on, but the concept of
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the “our team” and “our place” in the community can be highlighted.
At the professional level, teams tend to be a collection of mercenary ath-
letes where recruitment is an accepted way of doing business. The profes-
sional leagues have strict guidelines defining legal and illegal forms of
recruitment (drafts, free-agent time periods, anti-tampering regulations,
etc.). In youth leagues, recruitment is often more subtle but just as devas-
tating to group unity. Rules to prevent recruitment, when and if enacted,
are difficult, if not impossible, to enforce. Nonetheless, the adults ad-
ministrating the youth leagues should identify the problems associated
with inappropriate recruitment to the adult volunteers in their leagues
and make clear to them the child development benefits of maintaining a
reasonable degree of group stability on youth sports teams.

ANSS.  STAGE 2

Relating to One’s Teammates

Activities that permit individual group members to meet and get to know
one another are an important component of this stage. On day one, the
activity can be as simple as pairing each athlete with a teammate and
asking them to interview each other. After a 2-minute conversation, they
each get to introduce their partners to the other members of the team by
telling two or three items about their partner that they learned in the in-
terview and that would otherwise be unlikely for the others on the team
to have known (for example, not that the partner is in fourth grade but
that his favorite subject is math). Even if the athletes already know one
another from the neighborhood, activities can be developed that help
the athletes get to know one another even better. For example, the game
“Telling Whoppers!” permits athletes to mention things that they might
otherwise be too modest to brag about (See Game #2).

GAME #2: Telling Whoppers

Each member of the team gets to tell 3 or 4 whoppers about
themselves. A whopper is something special about them. However,
all the whoppers must be true except one. Even the coach should
play. In fact, the coach can start the game by illustrating the types of
self-statements that could be whoppers. After the speaker has stated
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the whoppers, teammates get to indicate whether they believe each
whopper is true or false. A set of three whoppers is appropriate for
very young children, while four might be more challenging for older
athletes. For example, 12-year-old Billie states the following four
whoppers:

1. | have four grandmothers.

2. | ate 2 gallons of ice cream at one sitting.

3. I went from a D in reading to an A in one marking period at school.
4. | have a pet rat.

Subsequently, after his teammates have voted as to which is the
whopper, they find out that item 2 is the false whopper and the other
items are true.

1. His parents divorced and both remarried resulting in four sets of
grandparents.

2. He never ate 2 gallons of ice cream despite his best efforts!
3. He's proud of his hard work and improvement in reading in school.

4. He has a white pet rat.

IDENTIFY AND WORK WITH TEAM LEADERS

A key technique for discussing important, sometimes controversial team
issues is to identify the leaders on the team and discuss those topics with
the leaders before discussing them with the entire team. By doing so, you
can gauge whether to expect support on these key issues as you attempt
to gain a team consensus on topics critical to overall team success. Those
team leaders will recognize that you expect leadership from them, and
you will be more likely to secure their support before confronting crucial
issues with the entire group. Such an approach is particularly important
with older, more sophisticated teams where leaders have already been
acknowledged by teammates and have an established role on the team.
Appointing team captains, by itself, does not result in other team-
mates seeing the captains as legitimate sources of team leadership but the
coach can provide the captains with credibility by assigning the captains
responsibilities important to the team. For example, occasionally a practice
can be made a “captain’s practice” where adolescent captains can “run”
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the practice.” They may introduce skills and drills that they have learned
in other circumstances such as drills learned at summer sports camp. The
coach, in effect, is acknowledging that veteran players may have some-
thing to add such as fun drills learned in other practice situations.

As Coach K notes, “Not all good ideas come from the top.”® With
younger athletes, permit them to select and “run” drills from a variety of
drills you have previously taught. With the very young, let them choose
from two drills you have predetermined, but they get to select the order.
In other words, the level of independence needs to be tailored to the de-
velopmental level of the athletes.

STAGE 3

Valuing One’s Teammates

In this stage of developing cohesion, the emphasis is on developing an
appreciation for the need to work as a team and how each person on the
team can make a meaningful and necessary contribution to achieving
the goals of the team. Playing with talented teammates becomes an op-
portunity to be part of a special group rather than being seen as a threat
to one’s playing time and individual contributions to team success.

Games can be played that emphasize that every player’s contribu-
tion is important. For example, play a variation of a game called Infinity
Volleyball (See Game #3).

Be careful to use a game in which the demands of the game (say,
keeping the ball in the air) are not beyond the physical or intellectual

GAME #3: Infinity Volleyball

In groups of four, five, or six, attempt to keep a volleyball (or similar
type of ball) in the air for, say 2 minutes or until the ball hits the
ground. Players use a volleyball set to pass the ball from teammate
to teammate. Two or three groups compete against each other —
however, each group’s score is the fewest number of touches made
by any member of the team. If a group keeps the ball in the air for
the entire time period, but one player touched the ball only once, the
entire group'’s score is one!

*Obviously, permitting your athletes to run the captain’s practice does not relieve the
adult coach from the responsibility of supervising the practice session.
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skill level of any player. Otherwise, a weaker player may become a scape-
goat rather than an important member contributing to the group’s score.

ENCOURAGE TEAMMATES TO ENCOURAGE TEAMMATES

Helping each other can be initiated through partner teaching. Rather
than simply having partner drills where a teammate is necessary to ac-
complish the drill (for example, learning to pass and receive a soccer
ball), develop the drill so that each member of the pair provides feedback
(“I can get to the ball even when you lead me by a further distance than
the last time.”) Encourage teammates to be aware of the facial expres-
sions and body language of their teammate so they become aware of how
their teammates react to their behavior.

Make such suggestions as:

"Work together and support one another especially when your
teammate is going through a rough time, whether with learning
sport skills or personally.”

“When your teammate is struggling, show that you are a real
friend rather than blaming that person for a poor performance.”

Ask your athletes questions such as:

“Do you remember when someone helped you? How did that
make you feel?”

“Remember when someone blamed you when you made an honest
mistake? How did that make you feel?”

“What kind of team do you want our team to be?”

Encourage your athletes to ask questions of themselves such as:

“When I invite someone to work out with me, how does that make
them feel?”

EXPLAIN HOW EACH INDIVIDUAL ROLE CONTRIBUTES TO
TEAM SUCCESS

For example, in soccer, the coach can explain why a goal was given up to
the opponents. “Yes, the ball got by the goalie, but our defensive backs
permitted a shot on goal and our midfielders did not maintain control
of the ball in the middle of the field. After our forwards had a shot on
our opponents’ goal and the ball was blocked, they did not get back on
defense to retrieve the ball.” On a more positive note, the coach can say:

e goalie feeds the defensive backs who, in turn, pass the ball
Return to TOC
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quickly to the midfielders while the forwards are making a run toward
open space without the ball so they can receive a pass from the midfield-
ers, we'll have a real chance to make a shot on our opponents’ goal!”

With reserves waiting on the bench, the coach can say, “you are
not starters yet, but it is important, when it is your turn to play, that you
come into the game fully involved and aware of the strengths and weak-
nesses of the player you are assigned to guard. We need you to be ready
at a moment’s notice.”

TELL PLAYERS: ROOT FOR YOUR TEAMMATES, THEN BEAT
THEM AT THEIR BEST

This approach is particularly important in individual sports such as
swimming, gymnastics, track and field, wrestling, or tennis where team-
mates are often in direct competition with each other. Encourage team
members to root for their teammates to do well in competition — and
then go out and beat them. Such an attitude results in team spirit, a
focus on performance, and a healthy emphasis on personal accomplish-
ments without undermining teammates. Emphasize that success is more
meaningful if you beat others when they are performing at or near their
best. Beating other players who compete poorly or who are injured or ill
is a lesser accomplishment than winning when your opponents perform
well. Just as importantly, point out that, unless others perform well, it
becomes difficult, if not impossible, to determine just how well you, as a
competitor, have actually performed. Your rank becomes more meaning-
tul and informative if your rank is among other high-level performers.

Make such statements as:

“You may want to beat your teammates and opponents, but you
will have much more to be proud of if you root for them to per-
form well and then defeat them than if you hope they mess up so
you can win. Their high-level performance can be a challenge for
you to better your own performance.”

AVOID SOCIAL CLIQUES

Cliques often develop when teams are losing, when needs are unmet, or
when athletes have a different status on the team such as starters vs.
non-starters. Encourage regularly working with different partners and
explain why such an approach is important for the team. For example,
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FIGURE 8.3

Team meetings

can be used to
teach teammates

to communicate
with one another,
not just be an
opportunity for one-
way messaging from
the coach.

you can say, “We want to work with a different partner in each different
set of drills so we get to know each of our teammates and can play well
together regardless of who is in the game.”

After the members of the team have had a chance to get to know
each other across several practices, initiate a team activity where you
tape a blank sheet of paper on each athlete’s back and then ask each
teammate to write one positive characteristic describing that player on
his or her back. After the exercise, each person gets to read his or her list
aloud. With 15 soccer players on the team, each athlete will have 14 posi-
tive traits recognized by his or her teammates.

ALLOW TIME FOR TEAM MEETINGS

Providing opportunities for team members to talk about their concerns
provides the coach with information on issues the coach may not have
had the opportunity to observe directly (Figure 8.3). Such team meetings
also permit the coach to teach team members to learn to really listen
to one another. A simple technique for teaching such communication
skills to young athletes is to have a speaker’s key. The key can be a ball in
sports such as baseball, basketball, and soccer, or it can be headgear in
wrestling or a handgrip in gymnastics. Whoever holds the speaker’s key
gets to speak while others are expected to listen. The key gets passed to
members throughout the meeting until everyone who wishes to speak
has done so. Speaking without the key, interrupting the speaker, and side
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conversations with other teammates are discouraged. As team members
become older or more experienced, the physical key can be phased out as
long as the speaker is still getting attention, respect, and courtesy from
others on the team.

Meetings do not always need to be formal. Provide time for your
athletes, particularly when the team is new, for personal communica-
tion. For example, in your initial practices when many players may not
even know each other’s names, specifically encourage them to learn
their partner’s name before initiating the drills. Provide time both on
and off the field when possible.

A

STAGE 4

Establishing a Sense of Community/Team Culture

ENCOURAGE A TEAM IDENTITY

Develop distinctive team uniforms and speak about “our team” and “our
style” of doing things, i.e., with pride, with flair, with success. “We keep
our fields (gyms) clean and neat.” “We take care of and respect our equip-
ment.” “We're a ‘no excuses’ team.” “We never challenge an official’s
call. We're too tough for that!”

ESTABLISH A TEAM HISTORY

If the team is a veteran team, discuss the team’s past successes. If suc-
cesses were few, discuss how the team was formed and identify players
who participated before (e.g., older brothers and sisters of current team
members, special events or competitions that were entered). If you are
coaching a new team or you are a new coach, discuss the history of your
sport (Figure 8.4.) and the special players who have represented your
league, town, state, or nation (depending upon the skill level and com-
mitment you expect from your team).

RESOLVE CONFLICTS EARLIER RATHER THAN LATER

If you have a problem, air it. Don’t just complain. Suggest a solution or
ask for solutions.
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FIGURE 8.4

A sense of history
of your organization
is often a source

of team unity

based upon team
traditions.

SET CHALLENGING TEAM GOALS

Set goals that require working together but have individual contribu-
tions. Set goals that are performance rather than outcome based (see
Chapter S on goal setting). For example, “no yellow cards specifically for
dissent in soccer.” Set up a team scoring program above and beyond the
scoring in a game. For example, “We earn points for scoring a goal, but
we also earn team points for the following: Blocking a shot, a shot on
goal, an assist to a goal, no fouls during each game period, etc.”

SET TEAM STANDARDS RATHER THAN TEAM RULES

This difference is subtle but important. As Coach K strongly recom-
mends, “Rules don’t promote teamwork. Standards do.” As important
as team rules are, standards are something to be lived up to rather than
arbitrary behaviors to be punished if they do not occur.

m==) YOUR TURN

Strengthening the Team Bond

Which of the following team policies do you think are most
likely to promote high-level performance and strengthen the
relationships between team members? Which is least likely? Why?

a. If anyone is late for practice, the whole team runs a lap for
each minute late!
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b. Be on time: The starting line-up will come from those
who attend practice regularly and are on time for each
practice.

c. Everyone is expected to be on time because being on

time shows respect for your teammates, respect for your
coaches, and respect for your sport.
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illy arrives at practice early and leaves late. He works hard in the
Bpresence of the head coach, an individual that he idolizes and wants
desperately to please. However, when the coach is not paying direct
attention to him, Billy rarely completes any of the drills and wanders from
station to station in practice with little sense of purpose or direction. The
assistant coach sees Billy as having little motivation since Billy works hard
when the head coach is present but not for the assistant coach.

Freddie regularly arrives late for practice, leaves immediately when
practice ends and is often distracted when working with the coach. The
head coach describes him as lacking motivation. What the head coach
is unaware of, however, is that Freddie has to walk to practice because
both his parents work and are not available to drive him. He leaves
practice immediately because he has to complete the long walk home
in time to look after his baby sister while his parents work. He wants to
improve his sports skills but when the coach critiques him, Freddie feels
embarrassed and appears distracted because he tries to avoid the coach
whenever possible. On the other hand, the assistant coach sees Freddie
as highly motivated because he knows about Freddie's family situation.

Joey arrives and leaves on time, responds positively regardless of
which coach is working directly with him and continues to practice hard
even when alone. Joey's prime concern is improving his skills to live up to
the expectations of his parents. His hard work continues with or without
either coach’s attention, both of whom describe Joey as motivated.

Motivation is part of virtually every aspect of Billy’s, Joey's and
Freddie's choices and behaviors but the two coaches have dramatically
different interpretations of the athlete’s motivation. Motivation has
explained everything and nothing simultaneously! The purpose of this
chapter is to help coaches understand and effectively use concepts
related to motivation.
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Pervasiveness of Motivation

Writing a chapter on motivation is challenging because so many topics
are related to motivation. A modest estimate is that virtually 75% of all
the literature dealing with sport psychology is linked to motivational
concepts. Motivational concepts are embedded in most of the topics cov-
ered in this text such as peak performance, goal setting and positive
discipline. Nonetheless, a specific separate chapter on motivation is nec-
essary because of motivation’s importance in enhancing the youth sport
experience.

CIRCULAR DEFINITIONS OF MOTIVATION

A common misuse of the concept of motivation is to use it as an explana-
tory mechanism for virtually every result. Poor performance is seen as
due to a lack of motivation while successful performance is the result of
high levels of motivation. Such a perception typically renders motiva-
tion useless to explain why success or failure occurs. Motivation simply
becomes a description of what has happened. Billie works hard; there-
fore, he is motivated. Freddie does not work hard; therefore, he is lazy.
How do we know Billie is motivated? Answer: He works hard. Why does
he work hard? Answer: Because he is motivated. Why does Freddie rarely
finish an assignment? Answer: Because he is lazy. How do we know he is
lazy? Answer: Because he never completes his assignments.

Such circular definitions of motivation do little to explain the dif-
ferences between Billie’s and Freddie’s behaviors. They merely describe
the different behaviors of the two young athletes. If we want to more
fully understand why one boy works hard and the other does not, we
have to dig deeper — we need to look at the circumstances which cre-
ated and perhaps drive the observed behavior. That is the central theme
of this chapter — understanding the antecedent events which influence
young athletes’ behaviors.

COMMON MYTHS ABOUT MOTIVATION

Motivation is one of the most important concepts in sport — yet it is also
one of the most misunderstood. Here are just a few of the common mis-
conceptions concerning motivation.

Return to TOC
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Myth #1: Arousal = Motivation

Two young football players on the sidelines just prior to a game prepare
by vigorously jumping up and down, yelling loudly and pumping their
fists. They chest bump each other with enough force that one player
falls to the ground. A third player sits on the bench, head down quietly
reviewing the plays he expects to carry out in the game. Who is more
motivated? The two “pumped up” players or the quiet young athlete?
The answer is that all can be equally and highly motivated. Motivation is
often very quiet and focused. The energetic behavior of the first two and
the focused concentration of the third may be two different expressions
of intense motivation. In fact, the chest bumping may simply be mim-
icking older players’ behavior seen in previous games and be less focused
on the outcome of the game.

Myth #2: Positive Thinking = Motivation

A positive belief may be an important aspect of motivation, but by itself,
it is not sufficient to produce high level performance. For the belief that
“I can do anything if I try hard enough!” to be a positive influence, the
outcome of the behavior must be effort-contingent. If a young athlete is
not strong enough to hit the ball the distance to the outfield fence, he
cannot hit a home run. However, if he does his strength drills regularly,
he may become strong enough to do so.

Myth #3: Either You Have It or You Don't

At one level, it is reasonable to assume that everybody is motivated. But
to assume that they are motivated to do what the coach believes they
ought to be doing to be successful is not warranted. An athlete may be
motivated to protect her self-esteem, to impress her friends or to avoid
pain among many possible choices; therefore, when confronted with a
challenge for which success is uncertain, she may avoid such challenges
and appear unmotivated.

Myth #4: The Coach’s Role Is to Motivate the Athlete

Coaches often believe that their role is to motivate their athletes. Howev-
er, motivation is an abstract concept, not readily manipulated. Few of us
have an on-off button that coaches can push to motivate us. Often it is
more fruitful for coaches to start from the assumption that all their ath-
letes are initially motivated but that roadblocks and barriers frequently
exist to prevent their athletes from achieving their goals. Such an ap-
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proach often gives the coach insight into specific events or situations in
the athlete’s experience with which the coach can help the athlete cope.
For example, athletes are often de-motivated by fear, frustration, lack of
understanding, or hopelessness.

Characteristics of Motivated Behavior
Motivated behavior is:
1. Energized
Persistent
Directed

Focused on problem solving

A A

High quality (relative to one’s skill level)

These characteristics are descriptive not explanatory. They do not
explain what prior conditions lead to motivated behavior. As a coach,
you must examine what are those prior conditions which enhance mo-
tivation. The question is “To what extent can motivation be developed
and directed in the young athlete?” Coaches can take concrete steps
which, if carried out properly, can significantly increase and guide the
motivation of their athletes.

Implicit in all these steps are two underlying principles for devel-
oping intrinsic motivation. First, these steps attempt to systematically
increase the athlete’s perception of competency (“I can do it!”). Second,
they promote the perception of self-determination (“I can decide!”).

The perceptions of competency and control are what foster intrin-
sic motivation. These perceptions are enhanced when the young athlete
actually has competency and control, but it is the athlete’s belief that
he has competency and control that is crucial. A high level athlete who
has low self-esteem and feels controlled by others is likely to display less
intrinsic motivation than a lower level athlete who believes he is capable
of playing well and feels than he can determine when, if, and how he
plays. Thus, even those athletes with physical and intellectual disabili-
ties that place limits on their actual performance and self-determination
(for example, Down Syndrome athletes in Special Olympics) can display
substantial intrinsically motivated behavior if they see themselves as
successfully performing the sports skills and feel that they are largely
responsible for determining their skill level. (Figure 9.1.)

Return to TOC
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FIGURE 91
Regardless of
youngsters'
developmental
level of maturity
or their physical
and intellectual
capabilities,
young athletes
can have high
levels of intrinsic
motivation if they
see themselves as
capable.
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Effectively Using Rewards

Young athletes choose to participate in activities which earn both tan-
gible and intangible rewards. Coaches who understand the effective use
of rewards can substantially increase the likelihood of continued partici-
pation by their young athletes. The effective use of rewards requires that
coaches recognize that rewards can be provided for different types of
behaviors as well as there are different types of rewards.

Rewards occur when the athlete receives something pleasant or
when something unpleasant is taken away. The giving of rewards con-
stitutes one of the most effective tools at the coach’s disposal. Rewarded
behaviors tend to persist whereas unrewarded behaviors tend to be ex-
tinguished. Thus, rewarding acceptable behavior is an excellent means
of improving the discipline and control. To have the greatest impact,
rewards should be meaningful to the athlete and should closely follow
the acceptable behavior. While the exact type of reward which serves as
the best motivation will vary with the age and interest of the individuals,
nonmaterial inducements are generally favored as the athlete matures.

It goes almost without saying that positive reinforcement is the
backbone of any successful motivational program. However, effective
use of positive reinforcement involves an understanding that positive
reinforcement is more than being pleasant, smiling, and offering indis-
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criminant praise. In fact, we know that excessive praise for non-accom-
plishments can actually undermine motivation and self-esteem. (See
Chapter 2 — Teaching Strategies for Effective Coaching).

TYPES OF REWARDS

If athletes are at different maturity levels, different types of rewards may
be necessary. Athletes at early stages of development may require a great
deal of reinforcement for participation and effort as opposed to mastery
and competitiveness. As they become more experienced, those standards
should not remain static but should shift toward mastery and competi-
tion rewards. The frustration of near misses or the desire of the coach for
the athlete to succeed should not result in a dilution of the standards for
reinforcement. Such “good heartedness” undermines the effectiveness of
the standards and ultimately results in less progress and less satisfaction
on the part of both the coach and the athlete.

Material Rewards

Material rewards are quite effective with young children. Candy, toys,
and food treats are frequently used to reward young children who have
been “good”.

Social Rewards

The vast majority of behavior is rewarded by the behavior of other people
in the athlete’s environment, especially by people held in high personal
regard. Such things as affection, approval, personal praise, leadership, re-
sponsibility, and increased opportunities for decision making have often
proved to be highly effective. The effect of such nonmaterial rewards,
however, depends strongly upon the respect and personal feelings which
the athletes have for the coach. Unless athletes like and respect their
coach, they are not likely to be favorably affected by an increased show
of affection or approval.

Activity Rewards

Preferred activities can reinforce less preferred activities. Participating in
a soccer scrimmage (the more preferred activity) can be made contingent
upon completing a fixed number of skill drills (the less preferred activity).

Symbolic Rewards

Also known as “backup reinforcers”, these symbolic rewards can be ac-
cumulated and traded in for other rewards (material, social, or activity).

Return to TOC
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Money is probably the most common example of such rewards, and while
monetary rewards are normally inappropriate within a youth sports set-
ting, points have been frequently used. Decals, patches, or other symbols
of achievement which can be worn or seen in a public place, such as on a
football helmet, an arm patch or team jacket, are also examples of sym-
bolic rewards which mediate social reinforcement.

Covert Rewards

The thoughts and self-evaluations in which an athlete engages follow-
ing his/her own behavior may be rewarding. Encourage them. Positive
or negative evaluations (pride or shame) can produce the same effects as
external rewards although clearly the induction of such thoughts is less
under the control of the coach than are the external rewards.

TYPES OF BEHAVIORS

Rewards can be provided based upon different types of behaviors. The
four dimensions appropriate for young athletes are:

Rewards for Participation
Rewards for simply getting involved; for being there; for taking part.

Rewards for Effort
Rewards for trying hard; for hustling; for doing one’s best.

Rewards for Mastery

Rewards for learning the skills; for improving one’s performance; for im-
proving one’s consistency.

Rewards for Competition
Rewards for being the best; for performing better than others; for winning.

Rewards - Bribes or Prizes

Be careful! Sometimes the same rewards may be seen as a bribe, not a
prize. What's the difference? An athlete’s reaction to a reward is often
due to how the reward is perceived. If it is seen as earned, it is a reflection
of the athlete’s competency and typically enhances their motivation to
continue the rewarded behavior in an effort to earn more. If it is per-
ceived as an attempt to manipulate their behavior, it is typically seen as
a bribe attempting to control the behavior and may undermine motiva-
tion, actually decreasing the frequency, intensity and/or duration of the
rewarded behavior, especially when the reward is discontinued.
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THE COACH'’S ROLE

As a general rule, coaches should gradually shift their emphasis from par-
ticipation to effort to mastery and finally to competition as the athlete
becomes more skilled, more mature, more self-confident, more aware,
and more experienced. These categories are not mutually exclusive nor
should the emphasis be all-or-none. Even a mature, skilled, experienced
athlete should be rewarded for effort and participating but some praise
can also be withheld until performance reflects mastery (successfully
completing a skill) or a competitive achievement (placing first, second
or third in a race against others). Coaches who confuse the positive re-
inforcement with the indiscriminant use of praise often become frus-
trated that their young athletes make little progress in skill learning.
(Figure 9.2) An athlete who can earn sufficient praise simply by being
there (participatory rewards) may not exert the energy necessary (effort
rewards) to learn the skill (mastery rewards) or to rank high (competitive
rewards). Her behavior may very well be arrested at a point far below her
capabilities simply because the coach, in an effort to be positive, is giv-
ing rewards for behaviors which require little or no effort on the part of
the athlete.

FIGURE 9.2 Coaches who confuse the indiscriminant use of praise with
positive reinforcement often become frustrated when their young athletes
make little progress in the learning of sport skills and self-discipline.

Return to TOC
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REWARDS V. PUNISHMENTS

A second major point of confusion is that positive motivational programs
do not eliminate the use of all punishments. As discussed in Chapter 5
(Goal Setting), rewards and punishments are intimately related and are
often merely different sides to the same coin, i.e., reinforcement contin-
gencies. A contingency is an “if..., then...” relationship. If the gymnast
can support her weight in a handstand, then she can attempt to do a back
handspring in tumbling. While this contingency is stated in positive
terms, it is exactly the same contingency as the statement, if the gym-
nast cannot successfully support her weight in a handstand, then she is
not ready to perform a back handspring. If a coach has the power to give
an athlete something positive (a reward), then that coach must also, by
definition, have the power to withhold that reward (a punishment). If a
coach can remove an aversive event (a reward), then he can also choose
not to remove it (a punishment). Both reward and punishment are essen-
tial ingredients in a positive motivational program. Said differently, ev-
ery reward contingency has both positive and negative interpretations.
Whether a motivational program is a positive or negative one is often
based more on the attitudes and phrasing of the contingencies than by
whether punishment has been eliminated. Strictness is determined by
how closely a coach maintains the standards of the contingencies rather
than by how harshly the contingencies are stated. Coaches often con-
fuse positive coaching with leniency in their contingencies. Such “posi-
tiveness” leads to confusion on the part of the athlete and a lack of prog-
ress in motivation and skill development. On the other hand, positively
stated contingencies which are strictly enforced result in clear directions
and expectations as well as substantial, recognizable progress in both
motivation and skill development. In addition, appropriately designed
progressions (i.e., those with steps that the young athlete can master)
increase the likelihood that the athlete can be successful, and the coach
can give earned praise whenever the athlete successfully masters another
step. (See Chapter 4 on Positive Discipline for an additional examination
of this important concept.)

A Motivational Program for Young Athletes

While the following program may at first seem quite formal, its actual
application can be very personable and flexible. Coaches often spend
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a great deal of their time simply trying to get their athletes to pay at-
tention to the tasks. Often, they find themselves hassling athletes who
are not paying attention. A primary benefit of a well-constructed mo-
tivational program is that it produces a great deal of positive focus on
the task at hand. Both the coach and the athlete find that the situation
becomes predictable and understandable. Predictability is an essential
first step in the development of a trusting atmosphere. When athletes
perceive that good things (i.e., rewards) consistently happen as a result
of their efforts, trust develops. The rapport which a coach develops with
his or her athletes is a direct result of being consistent. Novice coaches
often believe that they must first develop rapport with their athletes and
then they can begin teaching. In fact, the coaches who begin with con-
sistent teaching and predictable standards quickly develop the rapport
that makes their teaching even more effective.

COMMUNICATION

The first step in developing motivation is to become familiar with your
athletes. Often their perceptions are quite different from the coach’s per-
ceptions. Sometimes the athletes’” motivation is low because goals are im-
posed upon them by the coach without regard for the athletes’ desires.
Personal fears, a lack of understanding of the progressions, the desire to
remain with friends, the misperception of one’s ability may all prevent
the athlete from behaving in a manner that the coach sees as “motivated.”

GOAL SETTING

Setting goals typically enhances motivation. Goals, especially short-term
goals, energize behavior. By setting a target, goals give direction and in-
crease persistence by focusing the athlete’s attention on the critical ele-
ments leading to success. Goal setting prompts problem solving as the
athlete analyzes how to achieve the goals. Goals promote high quality
performance relative to the athlete’s skill level. All these are characteris-
tics typically cited as motivated behavior (see the previous definition of
motivation). In addition, setting goals, especially performance goals, has
the benefits of lowering anxiety, enhancing self-confidence, and increas-
ing satisfaction.

An important phase in the development of motivation is the active
involvement of the athletes in deciding upon both their long- and short-
term goals (see Chapter 5 for a more in-depth examination of goal setting
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techniques and personal styles). Of course, the coach must have a more
substantial guidance role with younger athletes but mutual goal setting is
workable even with the very young. For example, the coach can provide
the athlete with a choice of two skills and ask which the athlete would
prefer to learn first. With a shy athlete or one who is reluctant to become
involved, mutual goal setting is often remarkably effective. Rather than
saying “Do this” or “Would you like to do this?” the coach can say, “Would
you like to do ‘A’ or ‘B’?” If both are important skills to be mastered, the
question can be “Which would you rather do first? A or B?” Implicit in the
coach’s direction is the fact that both skills will be ultimately learned. The
choice then becomes selecting between one of the two alternatives rather
than a choice between participating or not participating.

An athlete who aspires to goals which the coach feels are too dif-
ficult can be given the prerequisite skills as stepping stones towards the
athlete’s goals. If the goals are set too low, the coach can suggest that the
easy goals be used as progressions for the more demanding goals. Athletes
who perceive their goals as being partially or wholly determined by them-
selves are more likely to display a stronger commitment to those goals.

The main point is that athletes, even the very young or inexperi-
enced, can be actively and meaningfully involved in goal setting with-
out sacrificing the experience, knowledge and perspective of the coaches.
Substantial and meaningful guidance can be given to athletes of all ages,
skill levels and intellectual capacity without imposing these goals on the
athletes. The result will be a set of high, realistic goals which the athlete
is committed to achieving and which the coach believes are worthwhile.
When people believe that they have an important role in deciding the
goals for themselves and their groups, their personal commitment to
achieving those goals increases substantially . Perhaps the key to motiva-
tion is that athletes should be able to assume personal responsibility for
their behavior by being permitted and encouraged to make significant —
albeit age-appropriate — contributions to all decisions concerning them.

IDENTIFY THE TARGET BEHAVIOR(S)

The behaviors which you wish to teach or modify must be defined in ob-
servable, measurable terms and specified clearly to the athlete. Perform-
ing a fixed number of skill attempts or regular attendance patterns are
easily defined types of behaviors. Measuring them is usually very clear
cut. Defining concepts such as “trying your best,” “intensity,” or “Stick-
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ing at it” is much more difficult. Often ambiguous, but important, con-
cepts can be clarified to your athletes (and yourself) by listing specific
types of behaviors which illustrate the concept. Rather than saying to
the athlete, “You must try harder,” the coach must state specifically what
the athletes must do. For instance, “You must complete two routines
before you can rest,” or “You must complete all the specified warm-up
exercises before we scrimmage.”

SET MUTUALLY AGREED UPON GOALS

The coach must provide a level of involvement on the part of the ath-
lete which is appropriate for the athlete’s maturity and level of intel-
lectual development. For example, when softball skills are being taught,
the coach can ask the athletes if they wish to practice fielding or hitting
first. The coach knows that both are going to be practiced but the ath-
letes are given the choice of the order that skills are learned. As the ath-
letes’ skill and maturity develop, their involvement in determining their
goals can be increased. For example, instead of merely the choice of the
order, subsequently they can choose from a list provided by the coach
and ultimately the coach can give them the choice of any of previously
learned skills. Those skills have already been taught and the athletes are
now asked to select from skills that have been mastered.

MONITOR THE BEHAVIOR

You must know what is happening! While you do not need to watch
every movement of every athlete in practice, you must have a systematic
plan by which you maintain awareness of what and how the athletes are
doing. Keep personal records. The athletes may do so with a personal
diary or log. (Figure 9.3) Record keeping whic‘h is simple i‘s preferre.d to addition to setting
elaborate procedures. Progress can be written in terms of distance, time, direction, writing
repetitions, or percentage of successes during the performance of the des-  down goals often
ignated skill. For any motivational program to achieve maximal effective-  leads to greater
ness, both the coach and the athlete must know exactly what progress is ~ commitment and,

. . ultimately, more
being made. Such awareness requires records that are accurate enough to progress toward
inform the participants what progress is actually being made yet not o gptaining those
cumbersome that the record keeping process interferes with other aspects  goals.
of the training program. Both the athlete’s and the coach’s motivation are
enhanced when concrete evidence of progress is available.

Often, simply having athletes record their performances leads to

improvements. A simplistic explanation of this phenomenon is that re-
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cording their performance increases their motivation to perform bet-
ter. Actually, there are several reasons for this improvement effect. First,
writing down your actual performance clarifies exactly what has to be
done. If the coach and the athlete write down how many pull-ups the
athlete can do in fifteen seconds, the athlete knows clearly what the
coach expects. Second, the records provide feedback that is very clear
and specific. Believing that “I am working hard” is quite different from
knowing that “I did six pull-ups in 15 seconds.” Records clarify very
quickly to both the coach and the athlete just exactly how much prog-
ress has been made and eliminates the problem of “wishful thinking.”
When a young basketball player is asked how he is doing during foul
shooting practice, an answer of “O.K.” or “Pretty good” is not sufficient.
On the other hand, if he answers that he has made 4 of 10 tries (40% suc-
cess rate for baskets) and that 5 of the 6 misses hit the rim (83% success
rate for young athletes for hitting the target), both he and the coach have
information which is much more usable than the statement that things
are “O.K.” The player can then be praised for having improved over last
week’s 30% success rate and at the same time can be encouraged to strive
for a 50% or 60% success rate for the following week.

USE THE LEAST INTRUSIVE REWARDS

This is vital. The more motivated your athletes are, the less external re-
wards they will need. Clearly, the type of reward used depends upon
the intellectual level of the athlete as well as the amount of experience
and self-confidence which the athlete has attained. Nonetheless, rewards
which are too great often redirect the athlete’s attention away from the
task and to the reward itself. While initially the reward itself may be the
major motivating influence on the young athlete, the key is to use only
the amount of reward necessary to direct the athletes toward the mutu-
ally desired rewards. The smaller the external reward, the greater is the
likelihood that the rewards of the activity itself will begin to influence
the behavior of the athlete.

CLEARLY STATE THE “IF..., THEN...” RELATIONSHIP

If the exercises are successfully completed, then the scrimmage will start.
This contingency must be stated clearly in terms that the athlete can
understand and be presented far enough in advance that the athlete can
actually meet that contingency. If the athlete must “try harder” in prac-
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tice, then the behaviors needed to show intensity must be clearly stated
along with the minimum acceptable standard which must be met.

BE CONSISTENT

Do not reward “near misses” or lower standards. You are not helping an
athlete to progress by rewarding them for less than what the standard
demands. Inconsistent application of a standard will result in confusion
on the part of the athlete concerning what specific behavior was earn-
ing the reward. This is not to say that you should not closely re-examine
a standard which is not working because it was set too high or was too
abstract for the athlete’s intellectual level. When the system is not work-
ing, it must be modified; but once the coach has decided upon a course
of action, the standards must be applied consistently and fairly to all ath-
letes in the program. Consistency not only increases the likelihood that
a standard will appear fair in the eyes of the athletes but consistency also
develops an appearance of “inevitability.” When athletes perceive a stan-
dard as inevitable, they are more likely to focus their energies on meet-
ing that standard instead of circumventing it. Athletes who know they
must successfully complete a skill in order to obtain a reward are more
likely to concentrate on completing that skill rather than imploring the
coach for the reward merely because the athletes have “tried hard.”

Remember, consistency is not the unyielding application of the
same standard or style to every athlete in every situation. Consistency
is applying the same standard and coaching style to similar situations
regardless of whether that application is convenient or not .

THINK SMALL

This little bit of pragmatic advice is particularly important when you are
first attempting to develop a motivational program. Starting with a small
system allows the coach to keep the system under control, to see what
procedures actually work, and to make modifications as the coach be-
comes more experienced. The specific details of your program will have
a definite effect on its success. While general guidelines are important
for understanding the program, specific details (which rewards, which
behaviors, how your athletes react, the intellectual level of the athletes)
will make the program successful. Do not attempt to build a grandiose
program without practical experience with smaller programs which are
easier to modify and expand. Perhaps a truism for successful coaching is
to “keep it simple but get it done!”

Return to TOC



204

Return to TOC

Chapter 9

RE-EVALUATION AND MODIFICATION

For a motivational program to be truly individualized and efficient, it
must constantly be monitored and re-examined. This aspect of the pro-
gram cannot be overemphasized. Progressions which do not work must
be altered. As the athletes gain success and self-confidence, their goals
should be raised or focused in new directions. A static program, particu-
larly if it works, will soon be outgrown. Slight modifications can often
change a slow, sluggish program into a quick, efficient one.

Why Kids Stay and Why Kids Quit

Unless kids participate for substantial periods of time, youth sport is
unlikely to have much beneficial effect upon their development. If, as
adults, we value those potential benefits for our children, then we need
to identify those factors which lead youngsters to both participate and
to drop out. Numerous studies' have determined that the number one
reason why kids play sports is to have “fun.” However, fun is a word that
means different things to different kids. When we dig a little deeper, we
find that the two most powerful reasons for kids deciding to enter sports
is to a) be with their friends and b) to be good at the sport (to be com-
petent). Both of these factors are powerful contributors to what kids call
“fun” - and both can be substantially influenced by the coach.

To do so, we will examine children’s motives for participating and
those factors which undermine that motivation. Whether children stay
in or drop out of organized youth sports programs depends as much
upon the ways in which they think as upon external adult pressures.
Their stage of mental development and their motives for participating
in sports are at least as important, if not more so, than pressure from
parents or coaches or the stress of competition. Previously, demanding
parents and/or overbearing coaches were thought to be the primary fac-
tors forcing kids “into early retirement.?” Subsequent research, however,
has indicated that only about 10 to 15% of children quit sport for such
reasons. “Having other things to do” is cited as an indication that dis-
continuing participation was more often related to changing priorities.?
Today, we know that the level of reasoning that young athletes are ca-
pable of displaying strongly influences whether kids continue to play.
We will examine the most commonly expressed motivational factor ex-



Motivation 205

pressed by kids (that is, they play “to have fun”) and determine what fac-
tors predict fun. Then, we will suggest strategies that effectively encour-
age children and adolescents to continue their participation so that they
can experience the benefits of sports. Finally, we will briefly explore the
concept of psychological burnout, a phenomenon that affects a small,
but important, group of highly dedicated athletes.

DEFINING “FUN"

Children participate in organized youth sport for different reasons. A
study of approximately 8,000 youth* found that the number one reason
why both boys and girls participate in sport in both school and non-
school programs was “to have fun.” This descriptive study is important
because it identifies the self-identified motives of the youth participants
but it fails to identify what makes sport fun. As obvious as that finding
is, it does not explain what fun is. That simple word has dramatically dif-
ferent meanings to different children. For some children, the uncertain-
ty of the outcome (whether we win or lose) is exciting. For others that
uncertainty is threatening. For some, “hanging out with my friends” is
what makes the activity fun. (Figure 9.4) For some it is “thumping” their
opponents. For others, fun is improving their skills and being good at
the activity. For still others, it is the opportunity to test one’s self against
a worthy opponent. Because fun has different meanings to different chil-
dren, they also choose to discontinue their involvement in sport for dif-
ferent reasons.

FIGURE 9.4 Fun
means different
things to different
kids at different
stages of their de-
velopment. Fun for
many youth sport
athletes is often
strongly linked to
affiliation — being
with a special group
of friends (my team).
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To understand why children quit, we must first understand why
they choose to participate in the first place. Children usually cited mul-
tiple reasons for why they participate in sport. The two most prominent
reasons why children between the ages of 8 and 12 say they partici-
pate are affiliation® (to be with friends) and perceived competency?® (to
excel). A child who has chosen to participate because his friends have
joined may quit if his friends quit. A child who wishes to improve her
skills but has been taught very little by an inexperienced coach may
drop out to pursue another activity at which she can excel. Saying chil-
dren drop out when sport no longer is fun, by itself, does not provide us
with much useful information concerning how to combat drop out.

THE DROP OUT PROBLEM

Estimates suggest that one of every three kids involved in organized
sports quits between the ages of 12 to 17 years’. This high dropout rate
is not due solely to adult pressure. Certainly, adults can and do place
pressure on children; however, if pushy parents and pushy coaches were
the only problem, kids would drop out uniformly at all ages. In fact, the
dropout rate is not uniform across ages; it increases dramatically at about
12 years of age, just as the cognitive ability of children has matured to
near adult-like levels. While they lack the experience of adults at that
young age, their abilities to think and reason take on the more mature
adult characteristics. For example, they can interpret rewards and praise
from adults as reflecting either competency (“I'm good and I earned it.”)
or as controlling (“The coach is bribing me to do what he wants me to
do.”) The exact same reward may increase or decrease motivation based
upon how that reward is interpreted.

WHY KIDS PARTICIPATE

In her early work at Michigan State University, Martha Ewing, a youth
sports researcher, identified 3 primary attitudes® which children have to-
ward sports. Ability oriented children enjoy competing and want “to be
the best.” Task oriented children enjoy the activity itself and often focus
on self-improvement at the sport. Social approval oriented children work
to please others such as coaches, parents and teammates. Thus, what is
perceived as “fun” is quite different for each of these types of children.
Many coaches are convinced that the child “who wants to be the
best” is more likely to withstand the rigors of intense competition and
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remain involved longer than kids with different orientations. That may
be true if the child is successful and believes that he or she can be the
best. However, a young athlete who is intensely motivated to be the best
yet who believes that he or she cannot be is quite vulnerable to the drop-
out syndrome. The evidence suggests that those who work for social ap-
proval persist the longest. Apparently, within the context of youth sports
sufficient reinforcement exists to encourage such children to continue
despite limited playing status. Even if they are not among the best, they
are less likely to quit than the achievement oriented youngster who in-
terprets not playing as “being no good” or as an “unfair” decision on the
part of the coach. Ability oriented players who are not experiencing the
success they desire have fewer alternatives and ultimately may decide to
quit rather than to be embarrassed or ridiculed.

Given this information, why does the high dropout rate occur af-
ter 12 years? The answer — at least in part — involves the young athletes’
cognitive ability.

COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT STAGES

As children mature, their ability to think and understand abstract con-
cepts such as competition, ability and success deepens and becomes more
sophisticated. While age and developmental stages are related, cognitive
development does not occur at the same rate for all children. Therefore,
one individual who is chronologically 10-years-old may be only 8 or 9
intellectually while their 10-year-old classmate may have the cognitive
ability maturity of a 12-year-old. Therefore, the ages of the stages dis-
cussed below are intentionally presented as overlapping.

Six Years and Younger

Very young children cannot distinguish between ability and effort.’
They believe that if they are trying hard they are automatically good at
what they’re doing. “I'm trying hard” means “I'm talented” to a six year
old. Thus, when adults offer praise for either exhibiting skill or for try-
ing hard, the effect upon the very young is virtually the same. Praise for
ability and for effort enhances the youngster’s self-esteem. Praise tends
to be accepted positively by very young children regardless of whether
the task was successfully completed.
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Six to Eleven Year Olds

At this age, children develop the ability to differentiate between having
talent and trying hard. They compare themselves with their peers and
many begin to realize that, no matter how hard they try, they may never
be as good as some of their more talented friends. If they try their very
best, they risk exposing their true ability. If they are strongly committed
but believe they cannot successfully compete with others of their own
age, they may cope by clowning around or by dropping out. They find it
easier to attribute failure to a deliberate lack of effort, than to admit they
lack ability.

Eleven to Twelve Years and Older

By twelve, most children have become skilled at making social compari-
sons and realize that expending effort no longer guarantees they will
succeed. They understand that in competitive sports their efforts may be
of no avail if the others are of higher ability. This is the age at which they
are the most vulnerable to dropping out.

PERCEIVED COMPETENCY

At virtually all ages, a major reason why children seek out sport is to place
themselves in situations in which they can judge their own ability and re-
ceive positive feedback about their competence. A high level of perceived
self-competency is a powerful reason why kids continue to play sports.
Drop outs consistently display low levels of perceived self-competency.
Perceived self-competency is a major determinant of three of the most
important elements of youth sports participation: First, it predicts enjoy-
ment. “Fun” is often the belief that “I can do it!” Second, it is a major
contributor toward what coaches call “mental toughness.” If I believe that
I am competent, the fact that [ can’t do it now simply means, “I haven’t
learned it yet! Wait ‘til next week. I'll have it by then!” Third, it predicts
continued involvement. Those high in self-competency continue to seek
out and participate in activities (i.e., sport) where they can continually
test themselves against others.

Arranging skill progressions that facilitate learning regardless of
youngsters’ initial skill levels dramatically increases personal enjoyment
of physical activities. Further, the coach’s positive feedback for actual
accomplishments — both great and small — can enhance perceived com-
petency, especially in children initially low in self-confidence.
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SPOTLIGHT ON YOUTH SPORTS
What You Can Do to Help

There are at least four ways'® adults can reduce the pressures which

cause kids to quit.

ENCOURAGE CONTINUED SELF-IMPROVEMENT

As children begin to believe they can control those factors which lead
to self-improvement, their self-confidence will increase. While you
cannot (and probably should not) eliminate the social comparisons

of ability inherent in competitive sports, the negative effects of such
comparisons can be reduced if youngsters have broader definitions
of fun and success than merely winning or losing the contest. In
events such as a tennis tournament, there will be only one champion
(at least for each age group or skill category). If self-confidence

was solely dependent of the success of winning, only a very limited
few could benefit from sport. When self-improvement becomes an
important part of succeeding, many more athletes benefit from sport
participation. The most powerful determinant of self-confidence

is the belief that “l am in control of those factors that allow me

to improve!” “l may not be the best | can be yet — but I'm getting
better!”

ENCOURAGE SOCIAL COMPARISONS AS TOOLS FOR
SELF-IMPROVEMENT

When youngsters see others performing better, they should be
encouraged to ask the question “What are those others doing that
allows them to perform better?” Answers such as: “They practice
more intensely, they use a more effective strategy, they cooperate
as a team better, or they are in better physical condition” all provide
information which allows a young athlete to improve. Comparisons
which are limited to “they’re better” or “I'm worse” serve little
purpose other than to undermine self-esteem. Comparisons which
ask “why?"” provide strategies for self-improvement.

PRAISE MUST BE AN EARNED REWARD

Look for successful performances and let the youngster know that
you recognize those accomplishments. While he may not be a great
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hitter, he runs the bases well. While she may not be a great tumbler,
she has improved dramatically as a vaulter. As youngsters mature,
they begin to value praise for successful outcomes much more

than praise for “trying hard”. Often you must look for very specific
accomplishments to praise. You can enhance a child’s ability to
recognize progress, by focusing on very specific performances within
the sport.

REMIND CHILDREN THAT ABILITY OFTEN CHANGES
AS THEY MATURE

This recommendation is especially important for kids with low self-
confidence. Growth spurts frequently produce temporary difficulty
with certain sports skills that had previously been mastered. The
smaller youngster at 10 years of age may well become a strapping
six footer by 16 or 17 years of age. Such reminders literally give kids
hope. Children do not quit because they could fail. They quit when
they perceive that they cannot succeed. These perceptions are quite
different. The first perception is often perceived as a challenge. The
second perception involves the absence of hope! (Figure 9.5).

FIGURE 9.5 Children do not quit
because they could fail; overcoming a
challenge is what often makes sports
exciting. They quit when they perceive
that they cannot succeed.
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Lack of Playing Time and Perceived Unfairness

Perceived unfairness is a major contributor to why kids choose to dis-
continue their involvement in organized youth sport. Of all the factors
that influence perceived unfairness, lack of playing time is by far the
most powerful. In recreational leagues, where all children are expected
to play an equitable amount of time, the playing time issue can be ef-
fectively dealt with by limiting the number of children assigned to each
team. Twenty-five kids on a recreational basketball team, where only 5
at a time get to play, is virtually unworkable regardless of the efforts of
the coach to provide equitable playing time. The solution of recruiting
sufficient volunteer coaches and securing sufficient basketball courts to
field teams with reasonable numbers of players is the job of recreation
directors and youth sport administrators. When the ratio of athletes to
coaches is reasonable, volunteer coaches can easily provide sufficient
playing time for each recreational athlete so that those athletes are likely
to continue their participation.

Traveling squad and competitive middle and high school teams
are quite a different matter. Here the philosophy of many, if not most
leagues, is that the better players should get the majority of the play-
ing time. First, “they have earned it.” Second, their contributions toward
winning each contest are likely to be more substantial. Reserves quickly
learn that their role is that of a backup player and that the likelihood of
breaking into the starting lineup diminishes as the season progresses.

So how should coaches handle motivating athletes in these reserve
roles? (Figure 9.6.) While some athletes will choose to continue to partici-
pate because of factors other than skill (e.g., belonging to a special group,
parental expectations, don’t want to be labeled a “quitter,” wanting to be
with their friends on the team), these factors may not be sufficient for
the highly competitive athlete. When they (or often their parents) ask
“What can I do to earn a starting position on the team or at least earn
more playing time?,” the coach should provide information about factors
within the athlete’s control to change or improve. Comparisons to oth-
ers on the team (“She’s not as fast as Mary.”) or characteristics over which
there is little control (“He’s not tall enough.”) are not particularly use-
ful. Give information on realistic, changeable characteristics. For a child
who lacks speed (primarily a genetic trait) suggest she work on “being in
the right place at the right time” on defense. For players lacking skills,
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FIGURE 9.6 Perceived unfairness — often based on a lack of opportunity to
play — is a major reason why kids drop out of organized youth sport.

suggest they work on those specific skills such as controlled dribbling
and trapping in soccer or improving their foul shooting percentage in
basketball.

Whatever the cause(s) for children quitting, most experts agree that
concerned adults must take corrective action long before the youngster
makes the final decision to quit. Coaches and parents who are aware of
developmental patterns can reduce the number of dropouts. The percep-
tion of “what is fair” is complex and perceptions may be more of a reality
to the athlete than the objective facts of the situation.

Psychological Burnout

Burnout is not likely to be a factor in youth sport dropouts at the recre-
ational level but the seeds contributing to burnout can be set in traveling
squads where the mentality is often of the belief that “more is better!”
It is not workload, however, that predicts burnout. It is the feeling of
entrapment.!!

Psychological burnout is stress related. Burnout results in athletes
quitting their sport long before they achieve their potential. Energetic
perfectionists who are strongly influenced by others and who lack as-
sertive interpersonal skills are particularly susceptible to burnout. De-
motivating factors include the changing nature of feedback (because the
athlete is refining skills rather than learning new ones), the increasing
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need for personal autonomy, and increasing awareness of the physical,
competitive, and social consequences of intense participation. The onset
of symptoms is gradual but predictable and avoidable if high-risk, per-
sonal characteristics and de-motivating factors are identified.

These dropouts are especially unfortunate because psychological
burnout does not appear to be inevitable. Outstanding athletes have
competed in virtually every sport until their skills have diminished with
age, not psychological staleness.

DEFINING BURNOUT

Not everyone retires from a sport because of negative psychological
factors. Often athletes move on to other sports and activities because
they believe that they can achieve more or enjoy more. Such changes
are more appropriately described as growth, not burnout. On the other
hand, when athletes are more repelled by their former activities than
attracted to new activities, the concept of burnout becomes more ap-
plicable, especially when those former activities had been a long-term
source of joy, involvement, and personal satisfaction.

The most systematic studies of burnout have come from researchers
of job stress. Many of their findings appear to be directly applicable to
burnout in young athletes. The circumstances of job stress and athletic
stress show remarkable parallels, even when those comparisons involve
children as young as ten years of age.'> Burnout has been characterized
as a condition produced by working too hard for too long in a high-pres-
sured situation, and it is accompanied by a progressive loss of idealism,
energy, and purpose that is often paralleled by a feeling of being locked
into a routine. The individual displays a pattern of physical and emo-
tional exhaustion involving the development of negative self concepts
and negative attitudes towards work, life, and other people. Burnout ap-
pears to be a progressive disorder, although some latent symptoms may
manifest themselves quite suddenly, particularly in the late stages.

Organized youth sports programs have striking similarities to bu-
reaucratic management organizations. One of the highest compliments
that a coach can give an athlete is that he or she is a “hard worker.” Many
of the early studies of burnout in youth sport essentially focused on
burnout resulting from stress; however, the source of the stress (whether
in business or sport) has been identified as the feeling of having no con-
trol over whether or not I can participate rather than workload alone.
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WARNING SIGNS OF BURNOUT

In the early stages, the symptoms are generalized and often difficult
to link to burnout. Individuals experience a growing state of fatigue,
increased irritability, and a loss of enthusiasm that is not specific to a
workout. They complain of physical distress including minor body
aches, stomach upsets, and headaches. They describe growing feelings of
incompetence, fragmentation, alienation, and often an unvoiced anger
and frustration that things are not the way they should be. By the inter-
mediate stages, they become withdrawn and silent even when directly
spoken to. Answers, when given, are frequently sullen and angry. Often
they belittle the belief that they could be successful. Physical symptoms
include prolonged colds, shortness of breath, shallow breathing patterns,
severe fatigue, and weight gains or losses produced by excessive eating
or not eating. The advanced stages of burnout are evidenced by ath-
letes becoming convinced that they are just not good enough. Cynicism,
alienation, and withdrawal become so incisive that they often become
obnoxious to others, especially teammates. Escapist behavior is com-
mon, and they display an almost total lack of energy regarding their
training for their sport.

SUSCEPTIBLE PERSONALITIES

Not everyone who works long and hard under pressure experiences burn-
out. Solutions lie, in part, in early recognition of people who are particu-
larly susceptible. Several predictable characteristics distinguish athletes
who are likely to experience burnout.

Perfectionism

The first cluster of traits relates to perfectionism. There are two forms of
perfectionism: One healthy and closely related to high levels of achieve-
ment and one unhealthy and a source of self-imposed stress.!* The first
involves conscientiousness — a commitment to working hard until the
task is well done. The second involves neuroticism and essentially says,
“No matter how well it is done, it is never good enough!”

High Energy Levels

Coupled with this perfectionism is a high energy level. The individual is
always active, often attacking several tasks at once, rarely setting priori-
ties concerning these tasks and thus lacking a mechanism for allocating
their energy among tasks.
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Other-Oriented

High-risk individuals tend to be other-oriented. Their perfectionism is
based more on how they feel evaluated by others than simply setting
high standards for themselves.

Lack of Assertiveness

Finally, susceptible burnout victims lack assertive interpersonal skills.
Such individuals often find it difficult to say no or to express negative
feelings — especially anger — without experiencing strong feelings of guilt.
They may actually be quite articulate but are reluctant to act assertively
because they confuse assertiveness with aggressiveness.

[ronically, these quiet, concerned, energetic perfectionists exhibit
those very characteristics that coaches often find most desirable. The
solution is not to persuade these youngsters to curtail their intense in-
volvement, but rather to incorporate balance and perspective into living.
While dedication to a sport is essential for high-level success, if one’s
focus is too narrow, too intense, or too prolonged at too early an age, the
likelihood of burnout increases dramatically.

COMBATING DEMOTIVATORS

Burnout is more than an internal fire that consumes the athlete’s moti-
vation. Often burnout can be traced to specific environmental de-mo-
tivators that develop as a result of intense participation. Many of these
de-motivators occur predictably, and as awareness of these factors grows,
practical steps can be taken to sustain and nurture the athlete’s motiva-
tion. There are several sources of de-motivation relevant to athletics.

Feedback and the Law of Diminishing Returns

Perhaps the most potent source of demotivation is the changed nature
of the feedback that more advanced athletes receive about performance.
Young, intermediate athletes experience obvious improvements after
moderate investments of training time and effort; but at higher skill lev-
els, this feedback changes in both quantity and quality. Learning pro-
ceeds in smaller, less obvious steps, often coming only after substantial
effort on the part of the experienced athlete. Furthermore, experienced
athletes often work at improving consistency and making detailed, fine
improvements of previously learned skills rather than learning new
skills. Feedback about such gradual improvement is often subtle, provid-
ing less excitement and awareness that learning is, in fact, occurring.
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These subtle improvements are essential for athletes to compete at high
levels. However, if the athlete perceives that little is being learned, bore-
dom and loss of enthusiasm will follow.

How can this inevitable problem of diminishing returns be pre-
vented? One way is to heighten the athlete’s awareness of subtle improve-
ments. For example, consistency charts can be used to make certain that
the athlete notes that improvements have occurred. Second, the coach
can acknowledge that those improvements are important and praisewor-
thy. The athlete’s name can be placed on a record board, or the coach can
praise the accomplishment in the same way that the learning of a new
skill is praised. Third, and perhaps most important, the coach and the
athlete should jointly agree that such detailed improvements are, in fact,
clearly stated and mutually accepted goals. To perform an already learned
skill in a higher, better, faster, or more consistent manner when such an
improvement is a specified, mutually agreed on goal is an extremely effec-
tive technique to increase the athlete’s awareness of significant progress.
Without such mutual planning, the coach may know that performing
higher and faster is a major goal, but the athlete may have an entirely
different perception. What the coach perceives as progress may be sheer
drudgery to the athlete unless those goals have been mutually emphasized
and agreed on. This relates closely to the next major area of concern.

Increased Need for Self Determinism

With increased maturity comes the need for increased autonomy. With
the teenage years, but by no means restricted to this period, comes the
desire to make decisions for one’s self. The sensitive coach can gradually
help an athlete develop more control by involving him or her in the
decision-making process.

The traditional coaching model has the coach as the leader and the
athlete as the follower with little or no intermingling of the roles. Today,
such a model is no longer desirable, acceptable, or workable. Coaches
who systematically develop a sense of independence and responsibility
in their athletes are most likely to counteract psychological burnout of
both their athletes and themselves. Motivation is highest and sustained
the longest when athletes have substantial input and control over de-
termining their goals as well as the procedures for attaining them. This
fact does not mean that the coach relinquishes all control. (The coach’s
motivation must be nurtured also!) Coaches must use their experience,
wisdom, and perspectives to help athletes make informed choices that
lead to those mutually agreed upon goals.
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Recognizing an athlete’s need for self determinism is not incompat-
ible with the understanding that athletes often need and even seek out
authority figures. Sometimes athletes work through adversity because of
the demands of a tough, unyielding coach. At times, conflict and con-
frontation bring out the best in an athlete. However, coaches who adhere
inflexibly to harsh techniques should understand that many athletes
succeed in spite of such authoritarian approaches, not because of them.
Strictness and demandingness are not the defining characteristics of
authoritarianism. Inflexibility is what sets authoritarianism apart from
authority and discipline. The inflexible use of authoritarian methods is
a major contributor to psychological burnout because it undermines the
sense of autonomy and increases the sense of entrapment. Successful
coaches vary their coaching style depending on the demands of a situa-
tion. At times they are strict and directive. At other times they are empa-
thetic and open to listening to the athlete’s concerns. Effective coaches
are sensitive to the implications of each coaching style for the behaviors
and motivations of their athletes and pick and choose specific coaching
styles based upon the specific circumstances and/or outcomes they wish
to achieve with their athletes.

Increased Awareness of the Physical Consequences

of Participation

With increasing years of participation comes an increased awareness of
the physical consequences of participation. Older athletes are more likely
to have experienced, and therefore be wary of, the consequences of phys-
ical injuries. The hours of rehabilitation, the loss of progress because of
lost training, the pain of the injury itself, and the anxiety of performing
skills associated with previous injuries are only a few of the demotivating
aspects of traumatic injuries.

At a subtler level, the constant physical aches and pains endured at
higher levels of sport are substantially harsher than those experienced
during the first few years of an athlete’s career when the skills were easier
and the training less demanding. Continued training in the face of pain,
especially the pain from overuse syndromes, can do much to demotivate
athletes. The joy of sport can be replaced by the daily grind when every-
thing hurts.

The locker room slogan “No pain, no gain” has just enough truth in
it to be dangerously misinterpreted by both coaches and athletes. Such
an attitude can be used to justify continued training in spite of pain-
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tul warning signals of impending problems or injuries that need rest
for recuperation. Driving oneself through cardiovascular conditioning
or strength drills may be beneficial, but working on a partially sprained
ankle or ignoring the symptoms of tendinitis is harmful.

Increased Awareness of the Competitive Consequences

of Participation

With increasing experience and skill comes an ability to more realisti-
cally evaluate the likelihood for success in competition. Since success is
relative to one’s goals, the coach and the athlete must be aware of the
interaction between goal setting and motivation. Establishing clear, fo-
cused goals is important for directing and sustaining motivation. How-
ever, if those goals are too narrowly defined or too few in number, seri-
ous long-term demotivating effects can result.

Most athletes will not make the All-Star team. The youthful, naive
enthusiasm to be an All-Star is replaced by a realistic appraisal of who is
likely to make the team. If athletes find that they are unlikely to make it,
their enthusiasm is likely to wane in direct proportion to the degree to
which that goal is their only goal. When goals are extremely high and
narrow, motivation will be sustained only if the athlete believes there is
a realistic chance to achieve those goals in the foreseeable future. Goals
that focus on the participation process can blunt the de-motivating ef-
fect of narrow goals. Such goals include enjoying the act of performing,
providing a model for younger athletes, creating and designing personal
competitive strategies and routines, and developing self-confidence and
poise. Coaches often view these latter goals as a means to an end rather
than as an end in themselves. If coaches counsel their athletes to per-
ceive the process of sport as part of their personal goals, the athlete’s
enjoyment of the sport could be decidedly enhanced.

Increased Awareness of the Social Consequences

of Participation

With increasing age and maturity, athletes develop an increased aware-
ness of other social activities. Their interests become more complex and
diversified; and conflicts may develop between their desire to train and
the desire to participate in other activities. The number one reason given
for discontinuing sport is “other things to do.” Not being able to do these
“others things” is a major contributor to feelings of entrapment, the ma-
jor characteristic of burnout.
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There are two aspects — objective and subjective — of the restric-
tions placed on the social involvements of athletes training in high level
programs. For example, the objective restrictions of time limitations and
scheduling conflicts are a substantial problem when athletes train mul-
tiple hours a day, multiple days per week across multiple seasons each
year. Socializing with friends after school may be dramatically reduced
by such training regimens. Even athletic friends may be left behind as
the more talented athlete progresses through the skill levels at a more
rapid rate.

Objective restrictions can be partially dealt with by rearranging
training schedules. For example, in one high-level sports program the
older athletes train in the early afternoon and the younger children train
later on Fridays. This frees Friday evenings for social activities for the
older athletes. Since the younger athletes have no school on the next
day, the later hours on a Friday are not too demanding. Social occasions
can also be given a higher priority during the off season. Both parents
and athletes should be alerted to the need for such diversity.

Subjective restrictions are sometimes more difficult to resolve. The
perception that one is somehow losing out on what others can have can
be quite demotivating. What you cannot have often becomes even more
desirable. One approach to this “forbidden fruit” problem is to combat
the inaccurate perception that sports participation and an enjoyable so-
cial life are mutually exclusive. Although restrictions exist, the choice
is rarely all or none. The attitude that success requires dedication to the
point of sacrificing everything else is a stereotype. The fact that some
athletes perceive involvement in sports as leading to a better social life
and more friends attests to the fact that the problem may be more one of
attitude than of actual restrictions.

Thus, psychological burnout need not be an inevitable consequence
of intense participation. Early diagnosis of the symptoms, accurate iden-
tification of susceptible personalities, and increased awareness of demo-
tivating environmental influences can lead to effective prevention and
correction of this syndrome.
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uccessful youth sports programs could not exist without parental
Ssupport, yet working with parents is often identified by coaches as
one of the most - if not the very most - vexing problems confronting
coaches' who are, quite often, a volunteer and usually a parent of one
of the young athletes on the team. On the other hand, when parents
and coaches work together in the spirit of a common understanding to
support the young athlete, a “success triangle” develops resulting in
effective communication, mutual support, and a common goal of helping
young athletes to develop physically, socially and emotionally.

This chapter focuses on establishing positive working relationships
with parents. Coaches and parents are part of the same team—aiding
the self-development and mastery of sport skills by the young athletes.
Positive parental support is essential to provide high-quality organized
youth sport experiences. In this chapter we'll discuss getting the coach-
parent relationship off on the right foot and keeping it on track.

Developing the Coach-Parent Relationship

Any relationship takes work. This section presents suggestions to help
coaches and parents stay on the right track for offering a healthy, orga-
nized youth sports program. Coaches who understand the stresses con-
fronting parents and parents who appreciate the stresses that coaches are
under are much more likely to work together effectively.

STRESSORS CONFRONTING PARENTS?

e Lack of communication between coach and parent when
important issues are being decided (practice schedules, school
conflicts, who starts, ...)

e Finding a healthy coaching situation for the child
e Watching their child playing poorly without success
e Watching their child behaving badly in the field of play

e Seeing their child bullied, being left out by teammates or feeling
dejected

e Watching other adults behaving badly
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e Splitting time fairly between multiple children in the family often
between one child involved in sport vs. another in non-sport
activities

e Financial demands which can escalate quickly as their child
becomes more involved.

e Concern about the safety of their child

e Logistics (getting to practice during rush hours, traveling to new
locations for competitions)

e Balancing school and sport responsibilities

STRESSORS CONFRONTING COACHES

e Communicating with parents especially when either or both
are upset.

* Deciding who starts and who are the reserves.

e Demoting a starter in favor of a reserve whose skill level has
improved to that of a starter.

e Providing sufficient playing time for all members on the team
when only a limited number can play at any one point in time

e Unrealistic expectations of parents concerning their child’s skill
level

¢ Dealing with parents, some of whom are overly involved and some
of whom are only marginally involved

e Juggling full time jobs, family time and volunteer obligations

e Coaching sports that, while they might have played, they know
little about coaching

e Concerns for the safety of the children

e Accusations — implied or direct — of favoritism if their child is
playing regularly

These lists are not — nor were they meant to be — exhaustive of all
potential stressors. However, being able to understand the youth sport
perspective from both the coach’s and parents’ points of view goes a
long way to developing a strong foundation for an effective coach-parent
working relationship.
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FIGURE 10.1
Effective

communication is
more of an attitude

than a specific
technique.
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This foundation includes (1) effective communication; (2) setting
good examples for the young athletes; and (3) defining what it means to
be a supportive parent?.

Effective Communication

While specific communication techniques can enhance a person’s abil-
ity to understand one another, effective communication is more of an
attitude than it is specific techniques. (Figure 10.1) Communication
requires the attitude that we will continue to communicate until we really
understand each other’s point(s) of view — even when we might disagree. The
essence of communication is not how skilled or glib you are with com-
munication techniques, but rather, it is a willingness to keep exchanging
thoughts until both parties fully understand each other. Just as with the
sport skills you teach your young athletes, communication skills get bet-
ter with practice.

COMMUNICATION STYLES

Keep everyone in the communication loop. Do not send important
messages through the child. Talk to parents directly and ask them to
respond in kind.

Share your concerns without blame. Your concern is that Frankie is
missing practices. Concern with blame: “Frankie’s not playing because
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he’s missed so many practices.” Concern without blame: “Frankie is
struggling because he has missed so many practices. He is more likely to
earn more playing time if he can get to more practices.”

Be consistent with your verbal and nonverbal communications. Speak-
ing without giving reasonable eye contact sends mixed messages. Express-
ing empathy verbally while you stand with your arms folded aggressively
across your chest is inconsistent. Saying “Everything’s fine,” while look-
ing downcast or stone-faced is confusing to others. Ask yourself if your
words, tone, and body language are consistent with your message.

Listen with empathy. Empathy does not require agreement but implies
understanding. There is a tendency to stop communicating as tensions
rise. The ultimate resolution of a conflict requires constructive commu-
nication. Continue to communicate even if that means you must take a
personal risk of being rejected when you are open and supportive. Taking
a risk, however, does not mean that you must endure continued abuse.
Should the communication from the other person be continually unfair,
you can resort to protective techniques described in the Chalkboard box.

Communicate the problem, not the solution. While this recommen-
dation may appear counterintuitive, describing yourself as “solution
oriented” may be a sophisticated way of saying “My way is best.” Your
solution might not be acceptable to the other person. You both have the
problem or there would not be any conflict. If others have input into a
solution, they are more likely to find it acceptable. Offer your solution
only if the other person has no answer to offer. Even then, do so tenta-
tively allowing them to elaborate or expand on the potential solution
that you have offered.

Avoid sarcasm, irony and sardonic remarks. Such approaches cut off
true communication. Cynicism rarely leads to solutions.

Encourage parents to discuss conflicts with those who can resolve
them. Discussing problems with others who are not involved has little
impact on the problem except to prolong or escalate it. Parking lot gos-
sip among parents or discussions with other coaches who already agree
with you is likely only to harden positions. Furthermore, the person
with whom you have the conflict is likely to hear that you have been
airing your concerns in public and will often be even more resistant
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FIGURE 10.2
Empathetic
confrontations
involve face-to-face
discussions between
the principals of a
conflict, not hostility
and aggression.
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to constructive confrontation. While occasionally discussing a difficult
problem with a close friend or fellow coach may help you develop some
successful strategies for approaching a difficult person about a difficult
conflict, if you find that you are discussing conflicts with a number of
others who are not directly involved, the chances are that you are esca-
lating rather than resolving the actual conflict.

EMPATHETIC CONFRONTATIONS*

Every long-term, important relationship experiences conflicts. In the
youth sports triad of athlete-coach-parent, conflicts are almost inevita-
ble between the three primary roles. Just as parent-child and coach-ath-
lete conflicts occur and must be resolved, so do coach-parent conflicts.
Coach-parent conflicts often appear more difficult to resolve because
typically there is not as great a power differential between coaches and
parents. However, the techniques discussed below are equally as impor-
tant in resolving conflicts in all three types of relationships.

Confrontations are face-to-face discussions between the principal
parties of a conflict. Most people equate confrontations with personal
attacks and adversarial relationships. However, hostile confrontations
and escalating tensions are more the result of a lack of interpersonal
communication skills than the direct result of a confrontation. Rainer
Martens, a youth sport advocate, coined the phrase “empathetic con-
frontations,” a term reflecting the concept that you can resolve even
major conflicts without treating those people with whom you have a
conflict as opponents or enemies. (Figure 10.2)
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Often the major stress in a conflict is the anticipation of a nega-
tive encounter. Avoidance of dealing directly with the conflicting par-
ties leads to prolonged stressful anticipation. Coaches are less likely to
be stressed if they see their role as one of “winning others over” (that
is, convincing a parent that a particular strategy is in the best interest
of the child) rather than “winning over others” (I'm the coach - that’s
why!). Coaches who see confrontations in the light of winning and los-
ing games often win the confrontation at the expense of maintaining
positive relations with others.

The essence of empathetic confrontations is to place yourself in the
parent’s position and, before initiating contact, try to understand the
problem from his or her perspective. Understanding another’s point of
view in the midst of a conflict is often difficult because emotions tend to
be high and may distort both your and the parent’s perception of what
has happened and why. Ask yourself:

Is she attacking you or defending her child?
Is he belittling you unfairly or is he upset and not thinking clearly?

Do the parents disagree with you or is there some other problem
they are dealing with that you are not aware of? For example, par-
ents may have a financial difficulty affording the training you've
suggested.

Before speaking, ask yourself if what you are about to say is likely
to encourage the parents to re-examine their position or are your words
likely to place them on the defensive where they have to either give in or
fight back. Look for strategies that allow you to achieve your goal without
undermining your relationship with the parent. For example, compare
the following two approaches for dealing with an overzealous parent:

“When you watch practices constantly and criticize your son,
Billy, you place unrealistic pressure on him and make it more dif-
ficult for him to succeed.”

Vs.

“Billy is still learning how to cope with pressure. We're doing what
we can to teach him how to handle the competitive pressures.
Sometimes he tries too hard to please us. Is there anything you
can suggest that might be done both on or off the field that might
help reduce the pressure on him?”
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The first approach places blame. The second approach shows that
you wish to resolve the conflict, but not at the parents’ expense. Empha-
size that a mutual solution is desired rather than that one of you must
win while the other must lose.

Be tentative when posing a solution. At first, such an approach
seems counterintuitive. While you may be quite firm in your beliefs,
initially confront tentatively and express your concern about determin-
ing if your perceptions about the situation and about the other person’s
actions are correct. A tentative approach avoids putting the other person
on the defensive and increases the chances that they will actually hear
the content of your message. Accusations may cause others to quickly
set up defenses that block their consideration of your point of view. You
must find a balance between being so tentative that you appear indeci-
sive and so aggressive that the other person feels attacked. Be firm, but
indicate that you wish to examine the problem as you see it. Here are
two examples:

“If I hear you correctly, you're concerned that your son hasn’t had
a fair opportunity to earn a starting role on the team. Is that what
concerns you?”

“Is your concern that the conditioning is too demanding because
of your daughter’s previous injury? Have I heard you correctly?”

Stay focused. Deal with one aspect at a time. Often when a confron-
tation is finally initiated, the dam breaks and a flood of problems pours
out. Presenting too many issues at one time, regardless of your style of
presentation, is likely to be seen as an attack. Proceed gradually so that
you can change tactics if you see that you were mistaken about the other
person’s actions or motives.

When should you confront a parent? The old adage that “there’s no
time like the present,” is appropriate when deciding when to initiate a
confrontation. Earlier is usually better than later. Conflicts that are kept
locked up inside you foster resentments and animosity, not to mention
the prolonged stress from anticipating an eventual confrontation. Delay-
ing a confrontation is appropriate only when you believe that the other
person is not ready to accept a confrontation because of their emotional
state or lack of willingness to talk.
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From Chalkboard to Playing Field

Protective Communication Techniques

When honest, open communication fails, the following protective
techniques may be helpful®. If you feel that regardless of the outcome
of an empathetic confrontation, you have specific techniques

to protect yourself from unfair or insensitive attacks from the
other person, you are much more likely to attempt empathetic
confrontations in the first place. Self-confidence is enhanced if
you know you have a fallback position should your initial attempts
prove unsuccessful. Empathetic confrontation may fail when the
other person (a) is too upset or insensitive to respond to open
communication from you, or (b) has other interests or motives than
communicating with you.

e Shift from content to process. “Hold on a second. Before we
both get too upset, let’s list our differences.”

* Momentary delay. “Let’s take a break and then start again.”

e Time-out. “Let’s think about it for a day and meet again
tomorrow.”

* Acknowledgment. Your critic: “You haven't done what you
promised.” Your response: “Yes, you're right. | haven't yet.” (As
opposed to making an apologetic excuse. Use with peers, not
your superiors.)

e Selective ignoring. You remain silent through unfair, emotional
interactions while controlling nonverbal as well as verbal cues.
Such a technique may help with relatively immature individuals
who simply have to get something out of their system before they
can begin to listen and communicate.

e Active listening. Rephrase or reflect what the other person has
said to show that you have heard and understood their feelings.
“| can understand why you're so upset. If what you are describing
had happened to my son, |I'd be upset too.” (Such statements
reflect your empathy without implying that you agree or will
capitulate to their demands. What they are describing might not
be what actually happened but merely their interpretation of
what transpired.)
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¢ Clouding. These techniques are appropriate in response to
nonconstructive criticism or unfair accusations.

Agree in Probability. “That might be that case” or “You could be right.”

Agree in Part. “You never have time to meet with parents.”
Response: “You're right. | haven't had much time lately.” (You
agree with the time limitations without conceding you have
been unwilling to meet with parents.)

Agree in Principle. Statement: “If you don't spend more time coach-
ing my daughter, she'll do poorly in the play-offs.”
Response: “If athletes aren’t coached, they’ll have a difficult
time in competition.”

Once you have decided to use a protective technique, watch
the people you are speaking with carefully for changes in their
communication to you. If the unfair accusations stop and if they begin to
be responsive, return quickly to direct, open communication with them.

Setting a Good Example: Parents and Coaches
as Role Models

Speak to parents about the need to provide good examples in sporting
situations, especially in situations where there might be perceived un-
fairness. Since young athletes learn many, if not most, of their values by
modeling others (e.g., parents, coaches, other athletes), setting a good
example is crucial, especially in situations where other parents, coaches,
and athletes might be behaving poorly. Since most parents already be-
lieve in providing good role models for their children, you might in-
troduce this topic by asking them several questions to set the stage for
“dealing with the obvious.” Ask the parents if they have ever observed
poor behavior at a youth sport event. (Figure 10.3) Ask them to describe
what happened. After a few examples, ask the parents how such situa-
tions made them feel. Ask them also how their child reacted. Finally ask
them how they addressed the poor behavior with their child. After a few
parents have shared such experiences, talk about these four crucial issues
related to setting a good example.
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FIGURE 10.3
Regardless of what
we say about good
behavior, children
often learn the
most from what we
actually do.

RECOGNIZE SELF-JUSTIFYING BEHAVIOR

Ask: “What prevents good people from being good role models?” Point
out that often the answer is self-justification. The poor sport might say, “I
wasn’t behaving badly; I was just protecting my child/my child’s team.”
Parents often take the referee’s (or coach’s) decision personally. “How
could you do that to my child?”

BE A ROLE MODEL “WHEN IT COUNTS"”

Setting a good example is even more important under adverse circum-
stances (e.g., a “bad call” by the official) than when “everything is go-
ing right!” Children especially look to parents when there is pressure.
Thus, maintaining composure when times are tough is critical to effec-
tive modeling. Coaches and parents can still respond to unfair situa-
tions, but doing so in a fashion that shows a loss of control can have a
much greater negative impact on young athletes than all the positive
talk about composure and self-control when things are going well! Older
children watch as intensely as younger children but are much less likely
to let their parents see them watching.

RESPECT AND SUPPORT COACHES AND OFFICIALS

Without the involvement of coaches and officials, youth sports could not
exist. If your team is in a beginner or intermediate level of competition,
point out that the officials are likely to be at the beginning and inter-
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mediate level of officiating also. Point out that without opponents who
respect and follow the rules as spelled out by the “spirit of the game,” the
game of sport cannot exist. In a very real sense, sports competition represents
the highest form of cooperation.

Guidelines for Supportive Parents

Most parents want to be supportive of their children. They also frequent-
ly struggle with finding that appropriate balance between being support-
ive and being pushy, particularly when their children are involved with
competitive activities such as sport. Indicate your empathy and under-
standing that such decisions on their part are often difficult and typi-
cally not always a matter of “either/or.” In fact, what one child sees as
parental support, another might see as being overly involved and vice-
versa’. The same behavior (“How did you play today?”) might help one
child feel supported while another child feels intruded upon.

Here are a few basic suggestions a coach can make to help parents
find that necessary balance between helping and pressuring so they can
enhance their child’s youth sport experience.

KIDS HAVE A RIGHT TO PLAY - AND NOT TO PLAY

This does not mean that children should be permitted to do “nothing.”
Parents have a right, actually an obligation, to insist that their children
participate in constructive, meaningful activities. While parents should
provide a menu of such possibilities, kids should still have some say in
such matters. Sport is only one option.

OVER-IDENTIFICATION CREATES PRESSURE

Living their life through their children’s sports experience is an occupa-
tional hazard of many parents. Most parents do it to some extent. How-
ever, they can do so unobtrusively. When parents find that watching
their child during competition results in extreme agitation or elation or
if the child indicates that her parents’ behavior is embarrassing, it may
be better to watch from a distance.

EMPHASIZE FUN, PARTICIPATION, AND SELF-IMPROVEMENT
- AS OPPOSED TO WINNING

Self-improvement is based upon mastery of skills. Such mastery is the
foundation for developing what sports psychologists call “perceived self-
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competence.” Perceived self-competence is a key determinant of whether
kids have fun, develop mental toughness, and decide to continue to par-
ticipate in competitive sports.

TEACH KIDS TO HANDLE BOTH WINNING AND LOSING

A major component of good sportsmanship is learning how to win gra-
ciously and lose with dignity. Handling defeat is often a crucial stepping
stone to earning long-term success in both sport and life.

EXCESSIVE STRESS UNDERMINES ENJOYMENT

If children are to realize the benefits of participating in organized ath-
letics, then the emphasis should be on having fun. Excessive, prolonged
stress is a major cause of psychological burnout and dropping out of
organized youth sports.

Beyond these basic suggestions,[Appendix 10.]] (Guidelines for Sup-
portive Parents) provides specific guidelines that coaches can share with
concerned parents as they both strive to be supportive of their young
athletes. It is designed to be photocopied and distributed to parents.

s YOUR TURN

Working with Parents

Just as parents should not be telling a coach how to coach,
coaches should not fall into the trap of telling parents how

to parent their child. On the other hand, coaches can make
meaningful suggestions to parents about how the parents
might best support their child’s youth sport experience. The
following are just a few possibilities for helping parents to help
their young athlete.

PARENT’S TOOLBOX

Coaches can provide ideas to parents new to youth sports
with a variety of strategies to cope with predictable sources of
parental stress® in organized youth sports.

1. For parents who get overly agitated watching the
competitions, suggest that they develop an alternative
focus during competition such as charting the plays (e.g.,
shots on goal) or helping with administrative tasks (e.g.,
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calling the on-deck swimmers into position just before
their heat).

. Suggest specific coping skills appropriate for parents to

teach their children and encourage parents to challenge
their children to use those skills on the sports field just as
they might in the family. For example, teach maintaining
focus on “what to do” as opposed to focusing on “how

| feel.” In tennis the parent might teach their child to
concentrate on executing the skills that the coach has
taught, such as the toss on their serve rather than the
child’s somewhat natural response of nervousness before
a big match. “When | feel nervous, | focus on the toss.”
By teaching children better coping skills, the parents also
learn to execute such coping skills. When upset by the
linesman’s bad call, focus on maintaining a sense of calm.
Teaching your children to keep their composure is likely to
help parents keep their composure!

. When discussing how other parents might behave badly

on the sidelines by yelling at their child or the officials, the
parents can be encouraged to sit away from those parents
(a short-term solution) and to develop social networks with
more experienced parents who appear to have learned

to cope with the stressors faced by parents (long-term
solution).

. Suggest that spouses work as a team sharing

responsibilities — often within each particular parent's
expertise (e.g., the organized parent manages the
schedule, orders the uniforms and sets up the car pool
while the energetic parent drives to competitions, helps
with the fund raising, and communicates with the coach).

Parents’ Orientation Program

Some organized youth sports programs have developed formal parents’
orientation programs. Many have not. As an individual coach, that re-
sponsibility often falls on your shoulders. Do not ignore the responsibil-
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ity for hosting a parents’ orientation program. An effective program can
pre-empt many predictable parent-coach conflicts and can often help
you with everything from generalized support for your coaching objec-
tives to specific, time-saving administrative tasks such as registering ath-
letes, ordering uniforms and fundraising.

Parent orientation programs can be provided either by youth sport
program administrators for all parents in the program or by individual
coaches for the parents of their individual teams. Depending upon the
structure of your program, a combination style might be the most ap-
propriate; for example, the youth sports administrator can host a general,
mass meeting of all parents in the program followed by brief, but more
specific, meetings with the coach or coaches of their child’s team. Wheth-
er your parents’ education/orientation program is part of a formal program
offered by your sports organization or is a program you develop individu-
ally for your team, it is an essential part of a quality youth sport program?.

An effective parents’ orientation program can be one of the
very first steps in establishing that support. Such an orientation can:

e help parents understand your program objectives from the very
outset

e acquaint parents with you and your coaches

e provide parents with information about the specific sport in
which their child is involved and your program’s philosophy

e inform parents what is expected from them and their child(ren)
¢ allow coaches to develop an awareness of parental concerns

e encourage clear lines of communication between coaches and
parents

e obtain parental support for the season’s activities.

An orientation program that addresses such goals makes parents
part of the program and minimizes potential parent-coach controver-
sies. Parents and coaches who understand and can empathize with each
other’s concerns are more likely to work together for the best interests of
the children.

What constitutes an effective parents’ orientation program? One
goal is the establishment of specific roles for parents and coaches. For
example, parents can assist coaches with transportation, distribution of
uniforms, fund-raising, and other general organizational matters that
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often prevent the coach from working directly with the athletes. Coach-
es can assist parents by emphasizing the importance of youth athletes
completing their schoolwork and being organized about blending sport
practices with the completion of family responsibilities.

HOSTING A PRE-SEASON PARENTS MEETING

One means of establishing such roles is to host a parents’ meeting. At
parents’ meetings, coaches can establish guidelines for effective working
relationships with parents before the season begins. The coach can dis-
cuss the potential conflicts and confusion that often result when parents
attempt to help by “coaching over the coach’s shoulder’ at practices and
in competition. Parents can also be given information about how they
can help the coach deal with the predictable problems athletes may en-
counter throughout the season. For example, if an athlete feels left out
or neglected, a coach can suggest that the parents notify the coach so
the coach can be aware of the athlete’s feelings and give whatever atten-
tion is necessary. The reaction of parents to a complaint of favoritism
on the team is likely to be much different if the parents already know
that (a) the coach is concerned about such problems and (b) the coach
has already suggested a realistic solution for dealing with such problems
BEFORE they arise. Parents who are familiar with the motives, concerns,
and restrictions with which a coach must work are less likely to react
negatively on the basis of a single incident.

Meetings that promote direct interactions between coaches and
parents are usually preferable. The early establishment of clear lines of
communication directly between coaches and parents is likely to pro-
duce many solutions before problems escalate from minor issues to ma-
jor problems that undermine the youth sport experience.

Parents’ meetings take time. You may be uncomfortable, at least
initially, conducting such a meeting. Scheduling may be difficult, espe-
cially as one sports season blends into another. Nonetheless, such meet-
ings are extremely valuable. Most parents are quite responsive to coaches
once they recognize that their concerns are heard, understood, and act-
ed upon. Effective coaches:

e make time for such meetings

¢ schedule sufficient notification lead time to enable parents to plan
to attend
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¢ hold such meetings before the season begins

e schedule them for approximately 1 %2 hours or less
e have an agenda

e keep the meeting moving

¢ hold the meeting in a facility large enough and comfortable
enough to accommodate the size of your group.

SPOTLIGHT ON YOUTH SPORTS
Sample Parents’ Meeting Agenda

A parents’ meeting of 1 to 1 %2 hours will likely cover the essential
general issues for the upcoming season. (Figure 10.4) The following
sample agenda shows topics for running such meetings.

FIGURE 10.4

Your agenda should include not
only what information you want to
provide but also what information
you can get from the parents in the
program.

/V\@Z tf’j Aeno/a(
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Coach’s Introduction. Getting to know the coach'’s general
background, qualifications, and motives for coaching tends to
humanize the coach and increase the likelihood for effective
communication.

Coaching Philosophy. Coaches can explain why they coach and
what they believe is the value of a sport’s experience for young
athletes. They can discuss their teaching methods and inform parents
about the degree of intensity to be expected within the program.
They can indicate the extent to which mastery of skills and winning
are emphasized and their importance in the program. The coaches
can outline their expectations of the athletes and parents for the
upcoming season.
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Demonstration of the Sport. Coaches can demonstrate the
specifics of their sports and discuss the role of officials in maintaining
fair play and safety for the athletes.

Specifics of the Program. Coaches can specify: the frequency and
length of the practice sessions; the length of the season and the
schedule of games or meets; the criteria used for selecting who

plays, who does not, or the amount of playing time for each player;
expenses, if any, and the purpose of those expenses; what equipment
is necessary, where it can be obtained, and its approximate cost.
Question and Answer Session with Parents. Typical questions
coaches should be prepared to answer in a fashion consistent with
the organization’s program goals are:

1. Should the athletes have medical exams?

2. How have the athletes been grouped for competition based upon
their skill levels?

3. What are the risks involved?

4. What should these athletes be expected to have accomplished by
the end of the season?

Can and should parents attend the practices?
Can and should parents talk with athletes during a game?

What should parents provide for pre-event meals?

O I

What can or should parents do at home to help prepare the
athletes for practice and competitions?

9. How can parents encourage their children in a positive and
effective way after a loss?

10. What kind of behavior is expected of the parents as they cheer
for the athletes from the sidelines during games? (See the
section, Codes of Conduct, at the end of the chapter.)

11. How can parents contact the coach? (telephone number, e-mail,
preferred hours or days?)
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CREATING A PARENTS' MANUAL

One particularly important component of the parents’ orientation is a
parents’ manual. Hopefully, your sports organization has already devel-
oped one. If not, strongly encourage the organization to do so. A brief
parents’ manual developed either by you or the organization has the
following advantages:

e Ensures that important policies and the policies of your
organization are in writing.

e Helps ensure that those policies are consistently presented to
parents.

e Clarifies to both you and the parents the policies of your program.

e Disseminates information to parents not able to attend the initial
parents’ meeting.

Manuals also have potential disadvantages: First, an overreliance
on the manual may undermine the development of an effective parent-
coach working relationship. Second, people are often quite casual about
reading distributed material unless they are convinced of its relevance
and importance. Thus, a parents’ manual should not be viewed as a re-
placement for an effective parents’ meeting.

SPOTLIGHT ON YOUTH SPORTS

Parents’ Manual Info

An effective parents’ manual must be individually tailored to the
needs of your program. Below are a number of useful topics that
should be considered for inclusion.

INFORMATION GIVEN TO PARENTS

1. Being a team parent. This section typically describes how
parents can effectively work within the program. It might
briefly outline your program’s philosophy and some predictable
experiences (both problems and high points) the parents and
their youngsters may encounter. For example, you might describe
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briefly how parents in the past have successfully dealt with such
predictable concerns as fear, favoritism, sport injuries, winning
and losing. This section can briefly give some background on your
program and its successes and accomplishments.

2. General information. This section might outline the types of
personal equipment each athlete needs, policies on attendance
at practices, required uniforms, policies for dealing with injuries,
insurance, information on team doctors, etc.

3. Safety rules. A listing of basic, necessary safety rules that all
athletes are expected to learn and to follow.

4. Team goals. These goals might consist of general goals such as
developing confidence, feelings of self-worth, sportsmanship,
independence and self-reliance, and having fun. They can also
include specific objectives, such as learning specific sports skills,
and acquiring basic knowledge of rules and strategies.

5. Competition organization. Depending upon the complexity
of the sports organization, this can range from a simple listing
of the officers of your league to a description of procedures for
advancing to state, regional and national competitions.

6. Calendar of events for the season. This listing of events could
include instructional clinics, game schedules, and exhibitions.

7. Who's who in your organization. This can be a simple list of the
coaches and league officials, or it can include those members of
the parents’ organization who have volunteered to handle various
activities or committees (e.g., publicity, fund-raising, uniforms,
officers of parents’ club).

8. Expenses. A brief outline of the costs, if any, of participating
in your program (league fees, tuition, entry fees, uniform costs,
travel costs, clinic fees).

9. Fund-raising. After outlining the fund-raising procedures and
policies of the organization, this section should also contain a
specific statement of the degree to which parents are expected
to be involved in such fund-raising (required, voluntary, expected)
and a description of the specific fund-raisers available from which
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the parents may choose to participate. A general statement of how
and by whom the funds are allocated is appropriate in this section.

10. Current budget. For those organizations with substantial
parental involvement in fund-raising, a public budget of those
funds raised by the group is appropriate.

INFORMATION OBTAINED FROM PARENTS

Coaches find it extremely useful to obtain certain information from
parents. Having a section of tear-out forms the parents can complete
and return immediately at the conclusion of your parents’ meeting is
an efficient means of collecting information.

1. Talent and skills inventory. One key to a successful volunteer
program is an awareness of the skills and talents of the members
of your group. Placing people in jobs or tasks they enjoy and have
the skills for is essential for both satisfaction of the individual
volunteer and for the effectiveness of the organization.

2. Publicity form. For more competitive, intense programs, the
inclusion of a simple information sheet to obtain basic information
on each athlete puts appropriate background and demographics
right at the fingertips of the publicity person.

3. Medical permission form. A form authorizing permission for
medical treatment in case a parent is not available can be
included. It should be voluntary, contain the dates through
which that permission is granted, indicate how the parent can be
contacted at home and at work, list the name of any insurance
carrier retained by the parent and be notarized. Such forms
should be duplicated and the coach should have access to
those forms at all times, especially when the athlete travels for
competition.

4. An acknowledgment of fees. A form describing the specific
fees involved in participating should be outlined in detail and the
parent should sign that form indicating that they understand the
cost involved and assume the responsibility for those fees should
their child participate.
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5. Athlete registration, membership, or insurance forms. Many
sports require an athlete registration fee for participation and
accident/medical or liability insurance for sanctioned competitions.
Whenever such memberships are appropriate, duplicate the
enrollment forms and include them in the parents’ manual.

While initial development of a comprehensive parent’s manual
takes time and effort, a manual may increase your efficiency substan-
tially by providing information to a broad audience in a compact form. A
manual need not include all the information suggested in the Spotlight
to be useful. In fact, it is often a good idea to start small and include only
a few priority items in the initial attempt. Each year, additional topics
can be added as you gain a sense of the informational needs of both you
and the parents. Information becomes outdated and needs to be updated
or deleted entirely. The shorter and more concise the manual is, the more
likely its information will be read and absorbed by parents.

Codes of Conduct

Many sport organizations have developed clear, explicit guidelines for
spectator behavior at youth sport competitive events. These were dis-
cussed in detail in Chapter 6 when considering behavioral models for
sportsmanship. Codes of conduct fall into two broad categories or types
of codes. The first are enforceable codes with specific sanctions for failure
to adhere to these basic codes of conduct. With the focus on enforceabil-
ity, they tend to be legalistic and written in the negative (i.e., what you
cannot do).n the back of the book provides an example
from the New Jersey State Attorney General’s Office. It has frequently
been incorporated into municipal code by local town councils and bor-
oughs to increase its ability to be enforced.

The second category is education models, which emphasize what
to do rather than what not to do. (Figure 10.5) Such codes are difficult
to enforce but, when lived up to by participants, result in higher levels
of spectator behavior than that brought about by the legalistic codes.
in the back of the book is a code developed by the Rutgers
Youth Sports Research Council. As an educational model, it promotes



three, increasingly more sophisticated, levels of sportsmanship: Basic Ci-
vility, Good Sportsmanship, and Conduct of Distinction.

These codes of conduct have been provided in the appendices each in
a form permitting easy photoduplication to be shared with your parents.
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n this chapter we will cover some of the negative aspects found

I in youth sports, aspects with which volunteer coaches may be
confronted, often with little information or resources for dealing with
such problems. Topics include abuse, drug and alcohol addictions, eating
disorders, hazing and bullying.

No one expects volunteer coaches to be professional counselors
responsible for diagnosing and treating certain social disorders such as
child abuse, eating disorders and drug or alcohol addiction. However,
they will come in contact with such social problems if they coach long
enough because such problems are pervasive throughout our society,
including youth sports. Volunteers coaches who observe the early
warning signs of such problems should recognize their potential severity
and, in cooperation with the athlete’s parents, seek professional help
earlier rather than later. While coaches are not normally in a position to
solve these problems directly, their close working relationship with young
athletes provides them with unique opportunities to assist that athlete
with early detection and referrals for protection and/or treatment.

Child Abuse

As a result of the regular — and often close — contact that coaches have
with their young athletes, they are often in a position to see signs of ne-
glect and/or abuse that might not otherwise be observable by the general
public. Despite the belief that activities such as youth sports require sub-
stantial healthy parental support, sports families are not immune from
problems that beset society such as drug addiction, mental illness and
crime. Such dysfunctions can lead to inappropriate and often unaccept-
able behaviors by adults working in programs involving children and
youth. Federal law defines child abuse as “Any recent act or failure to act
on the part of a parent or caretaker which results in death, serious physi-
cal or emotional harm, sexual abuse or exploitation; or an act or failure
to act which presents an imminent risk of serious harm.”! While the
laws differ from state to state, most states identify four major elements of
child abuse: physical abuse, neglect, sexual abuse and emotional abuse.
In addition, some states include abandonment and parental substance
abuse as forms of child abuse.
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SIGNS OF ABUSE

Signs of abuse may be seen in both the child’s behaviors and the behav-
iors of the adults charged with taking care of the child as well as distor-
tions of the child-adult interactions. Table 11.1 lists warning signs that
have been documented by CAPTA’

The list in Table 11.1 may not be all the signs of abuse or neglect.
It is important to pay attention to other behaviors that may seem un-
usual or disconcerting. In addition to these signs and symptoms, Child
Welfare Information Gateway provides information on signs of specific
forms of abuse and the risk factors of which the concerned adult should
be aware: pttps://www.childweltare.gov]

SEXUAL ABUSE

Youth sport programs, unfortunately, provide settings where inappropri-
ate sexual behavior can take place between children and adults. As Willie
Sutton said when asked why he robbed banks, “That’s where the money
is!” Pedophiles are attracted to youth sports because that is where the
children and youth are. Screening volunteers for criminal background is
an important first step in protecting the young athletes, but such screen-
ing is no guarantee that all such predators are identified and precluded
from coaching. Some predators have not been caught or have not been
convicted despite being charged and as a result have no record accessible
via the typical criminal background check.

The word pedophile has a much more restricted meaning in the sci-
entific literature than in the public domain. Pedophilia is defined “as an
ongoing sexual attraction toward pre-pubertal children”® but in context
of youth sports, the term is also used to describe the criminal behavior
associated with sexual relations with athletes under the age of adulthood
(under 18 years of age). There are two dramatically different types of pedo-
philes. The first tends to prey on the very young, children younger than
those typically involved in youth sports. Such predators tend to be below
average in intelligence, inarticulate and treat their victims roughly. As
heinous as this category of predator is, the second profile is much more
insidious and difficult to identify. They are typically intelligent, articu-
late and may invest a significant amount of time and effort cultivating

‘CAPTA stands for Federal Legislation entitled Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act.
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TABLE 11.1 Observable Signs of Potential Child Abuse?

From Observing the Child:

1. Shows sudden changes in behavior or school performance

2. Has not received help for physical or medical problems brought to the
parents’ attention

3. Has learning problems (or difficulty concentrating) that cannot be
attributed to specific physical or psychological causes

. Is always watchful, as though preparing for something bad to happen
. Lacks adult supervision

. Is overly compliant, passive, or withdrawn

N o g

Comes to school or other activities early, stays late, and does not want
to go home

. Is reluctant to be around a particular person

O

. Discloses maltreatment

From Observing the Parent:

1. Denies the existence of—or blames the child for—the child’s problems
in school or at home

2. Asks teachers or other caregivers to use harsh physical discipline if the
child misbehaves

3. Sees the child as entirely bad, worthless, or burdensome

4. Demands a level of physical or academic performance the child cannot
achieve

5. Looks primarily to the child for care, attention, and satisfaction of the
parent’s emotional needs

6. Shows little concern for the child

From Observing the Parent and Child:

1. Rarely touch or look at each other
2. Consider their relationship entirely negative
3. State that they do not like each other

long-term relationships for just a few moments of gratification. They ma-
nipulate children until the children become desensitized to inappropri-
ate behavior and may even come to believe that they - i.e., the children
— have initiated or are responsible for such inappropriate relationships.
In about two out of three cases, pedophiles already know the children or
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TABLE 11.2 Guidelines for Parents

1. Criminal Background Checks

Does your organization carry out such background checks?

Where is such information kept and who has access to it?

2. Don't Use Coach as a Babysitter

Don’t permit single non-parental adults to drive kids to games and
practice alone.

Coaches should avoid being alone with children both for the child’s safety
and for the coach’s reputation.

3. Don't Fall for Flattery

Such techniques are often used to ingratiate the pedophile with
caretakers and develop trust.

4. Talk to Your Child & Listen

While care must be taken to avoid unfairly labeling a coach’s behavior —
the results are devastating — we must watch for warning signs and not
simply ignore kid's concerns.

5. Beware the Coach Bearing Gifts
Why would they do so?

6. Stay Informed

Know the details of travel schedules, after-game activities, showering
arrangements, etc. Such activities should be appropriate with more than
one adult/parent present.

have regular access to them. The perpetrator is often a relative, neighbor,
family friend, coach, or clergyman who has an initially appropriate con-
tact with the child. They may volunteer to drive young athletes to games
or practices, spend extra time coaching their young protégées with one-
on-one coaching; find time to spend with the children on lunch breaks;
bring gifts for apparent (birthdays) and non-apparent reasons (just to be
nice), and offer to drive to practice and games to give the parents a break
from childcare. Table 11.2 provides guidelines for parents and guardians
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to help detect and avoid situations in which their child may be vulner-
able to predatory behavior.

REPORTING CHILD ABUSE

All states and the District of Columbia mandate that professionals work-
ing with children must report reasonable suspicions concerning child
abuse. Some require that anyone with such suspicions - including volun-
teers — must report also. The reporting requirements for each state is avail-
able at the Child Welfare Information Gateway at www.childwelfare.gov.
Most park-and-recreation agencies which provide children and youth
programs including sports have procedures for reporting suspected abuse.

Know the agencies in your state that handle reports of child
abuse. They typically are Law Enforcement (Police and Detectives)
and Child Protective Services (the name may differ in different states).
Many states have toll-free lines for reporting suspected child abuse.
State by state information for these telephone numbers can be found
at www.childwelfare.gov.

Drug and Alcohol Use by Young Athletes

Why should you, as youth sport coach, be concerned about drug and
alcohol use in sport? Despite the belief that this is an adult problem, or
at worst a problem for high school, collegiate and professional athletes,
the reality is that the roots of these problems often lie in the early years
of athlete’s sports participation. Further, despite the notoriety of perfor-
mance enhancing drugs, such as steroids and human growth hormone,
the two most abused drugs in sport are alcohol and nicotine. Those who
start drinking before age 14 years have a greater likelihood of developing
lifetime dependence.* The startling fact is that the median age of one’s
first drink of alcohol in the United States for boys is age 11 and girls age
13! While no one expects youth sport volunteers to become drug and
alcohol counselors, the fact is that youth sport coaches are role models
and can have a dramatic influence on the values and attitudes they teach
their young athletes.

Kids who are knowledgeable about the dangers of drugs are 50%
less likely to use drugs than kids who are naive to the negative effects of
drug use.® While scare tactics are relatively ineffective, straightforward
information in an appropriate context (for example, the impact of sub-
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stance abuse on sports performance) can help young athletes steer clear
of both recreational drugs such as marijuana and cocaine and perfor-
mance enhancing drugs such as steroids and amphetamines. Discussing
the harmful side effects of alcohol and drugs on one’s physical and men-
tal capacities — and by direct extension — on one’s ability to perform in
sports appears to have a greater inhibitory effect than simply warning of
the problems of being drunk and/or stoned.” Ask your athletes how they
feel about professional athletes using illegal drugs. What has drug use
done to the reputations and careers of athlete’s caught using drugs? Do
their performance records, if any, mean the same thing as performance
records held by honest, non-drug using athletes?

SYMPTOMS OF DRUG AND/OR ALCOHOL USE

Drug and alcohol use may sometimes be difficult to identify because
signs such as mood swings, angry outbursts, changes in social and per-
sonal interests are naturally occurring events as youngsters mature and
enter puberty. Nonetheless, general signs which parents and youth sport
coaches can look for include:

e Mood changes including depression along with withdrawal and/or
isolation

e Neglect of personal cleanliness and grooming
e Increased irritability, hostility and rapid moods swings

e Changes in friends and/or increased isolation from current friends
and teammates

e Heightened secrecy about activities outside the gym or athletic field

e Use of fragrances previously not used such as mouthwash,
deodorants or breath mints to hide the odor of alcohol, cigarettes
or other drugs such as marijuana

e Bottled eye drops (for disguising reddened eyes or dilated pupils)

e Secretive conversations which cease or use of coded language
when adults are present

e Reports of missing money or attempts to borrow money from friends
e Negative changes in study habits, grades, and school attendance

e Abruptly quitting or missing practices despite supportive parents
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NON-CONFRONTATIONAL REFUSAL SCRIPTS
TO SUGGEST TO KIDS

Kids rarely get drugs from strangers. They are more likely to be intro-
duced to drugs by friends who they may be unwilling to “rat on” to
adults. Having a polite, but clear response declining to use drugs or alco-
hol can be an essential skill for young athletes to help them to resist the
temptation to do drugs or alcohol with friends. In a discussion of drug
and alcohol, you can suggest a number of firm but non-confrontational
responses young athletes can use to counteract pressure from friends to
drink or use.

No thanks, I'm in training for (my sport)

Thanks, but I'm not into that stuff.

Sorry, but I'm an athlete and that stuff hurts my training.

Thanks, but I promised my team and my coach that I'd stay away
from that stuff.

You can also ask members of the team if they ever had to refuse
offers to use drugs or alcohol and, if so, how did they say no. You can
incorporate useful responses into your discussion with your team.

ADULT ADDICTIONS

It goes beyond the scope of this book to discuss adult addictions in depth.
However, since one of eight individuals in the United States suffers from
substance abuse at some time in their life, it is clear that they often bring
those abuses to their sports participation, including volunteer coaching.?
In some venues, sports and alcohol are synonymous. Having “a brew” at
a ball game is thought by many to be a normal part of an American pas-
time. Not so with youth sports! One of four individual’s lives have been
negatively influenced by alcoholism. The stark reality is that alcoholism
influences a significant number of adults who volunteer to coach youth
sports. Showing up at a practice or competition under the influence of
drugs and alcohol, whether addicted or not, is a form of negligence — and
a strong argument can be made that it is gross negligence because it plac-
es the young athletes at risk and involves a “voluntary” choice to drink
or use drugs before coming to the sports venue. The word voluntary has
been placed in quotes because, while the actual acts of drinking or using
drugs are a choice, the nature of addiction means that many people who
have a drinking or drug problem are out of control and as result, their
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thinking and choices are dictated by their addiction rather than what is
in the best interests of themselves and their young athletes.

Eating Disorders

Disordered eating patterns range from mildly distorted restricted eating
and short term “crash dieting” to full-fledge clinical disorders such as
anorexia and bulimia. Over the years a number of misconceptions® have
arisen concerning eating disorders. For example, the belief that anorexia
and bulimia are restricted to upper middle class white female teenagers is
patently false. Eating disorders can affect both boys and girls regardless
of economic background and family structure. The belief that dysfunc-
tional family structure, especially the cold “refrigerator mom” who uses
withdrawal of love as a primary tool of control is a primary cause of eat-
ing disorders is also a myth. In fact, family support and concern is often
the very reason why youngsters are initially referred for treatment. We
now realize that eating disorders have a substantial genetic component
and are much more than simply making bad choices about eating. While
a youngster may initially decide to try a fad diet, once the genetic predis-
position has been triggered, the compulsive behavior can take on a life of
its own and self-determined will power has little impact on overcoming
the distorted eating patterns.

Disordered eating can develop over time into serious, potentially
deadly afflictions.'® However, the seeds of such disorders are likely to
have been sown early in an athlete’s career. For example, in many sports,
weight loss may be seen as a positive achievement by both the coach and
the athlete, especially if the sport performance is successful. As a result,
that weight loss is less likely to be identified as a problem. It may often
be reinforced by praise from the coach and parents (“Great! You made
weight!”). Therefore, it is crucial that youth sport coaches be informed
about the severity of eating disorders so that they can recognize both
the early symptoms and the circumstances that might promote the de-
velopment of disordered eating. They are then more likely to take steps
to mitigate such factors and/or encourage the parents of such at risk ath-
letes to seek early treatment.

Of the many types of eating disorders recognized by the medical
community, the two that have been examined most often in the context
of sport are anorexia and bulimia. Both nervosa anorexia and bulimia
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are recognized by the American Psychiatric Association as psychiatric
disorders. While related and often having similar behaviors, they are
viewed as different problems, each with a distinct set of diagnostic crite-
ria. Further, not all disordered eating fits neatly into these two categories.
Some disturbed eating patterns do not reach the extreme stages where it
fits the formal diagnosis of either disorder. The criteria used to diagnose,
and thus to define, anorexia and bulimia are:"!

ANOREXIA

The clinical name for anorexia is anorexia nervosa. It has been described as

“the relentless pursuit of thinness” and has three primary characteristics:
1. Persistent restriction of energy intake (they don’t eat).

2. Fear of gaining weight that persists despite a low body weight or
persistent behavior that interferes with weight gain (they avoid
meals).

3. Disturbed body image (They feel fat despite having normal or
below normal weight).

BULIMIA

Outwardly, the symptoms of bulimia are quite different from anorex-
ia. Bulimics typically maintain normal body weights but eat in uncon-
trolled binges followed by vomiting and/or the misuse of laxatives, di-
uretics, enemas and exercise to prevent weight gain.!? Such behavior has
been labeled “the binge/purge syndrome.” The primary characteristics
of bulimia are:

1. Recurrent binge eating coupled with a feeling of a lack of control
over what and how much is eaten (“I can’t stop.”).

2. Recurrent, inappropriate behaviors to prevent weight gain such as:
e Self-induced vomiting
* Misuse of laxatives and/or diuretics
e Strict dieting or fasting
e Excessive exercising

3. Their self-worth is unduly influenced by their body’s shape and
weight (“I look worthless!”).

Bulimia is classified as a psychiatric disorder when the binging oc-
curs at least once a week for three consecutive months.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR ATHLETES

Studies of eating disorders in sport have found few differences between
athletes and non-athletes at the youth sport level but distinctly high-
er rates of occurrence in the adult, elite level sports. These differences
are most pronounced in those sports where weight classes (martial arts,
wrestling) and physical appearances (gymnastics, ice skating) are part of
successful performances.'”® There are at least three possible explanations
why the higher rates exist in such sports. First, the higher incidence may
exist because weight-class and aesthetic sports attract individuals with
eating disorders. Weight loss behaviors common in such sports make it
more difficult to identify “at risk” athletes — they can hide. Both their
physical look and their unhealthy behaviors are less likely to stand out
in sports such as cross-country or gymnastics where slim body types and
restricted eating behaviors are common. Second, sport participation may
trigger the onset of pre-existing, but latent causal factors thereby increas-
ing the incidence of eating disorders. A third possibility is that sport re-
strictions such as “making weight” in wrestling — a goal that commonly
involves intense, short-term weight losses -- might very well cause eating
disorders in individuals normally not prone to disordered eating.

In virtually all intense sport programs, the personal characteristics
necessary for competitive success are often very similar to those associ-
ated with psychological disorders. Perfectionism and obsessive-compul-
siveness (albeit both often described in terms of dedication), high energy
levels with little skill at prioritizing needs (the hard worker!), and intense
concern about how you are perceived by others (often seen as over com-
pliance to the coach’s expectations) have all been found, when carried to
extreme, to be at the root of many psychological disorders.!* The exces-
sive exercise used to control caloric expenditure by the eating disordered
individual clearly fits the high achievement orientation profile of a dedi-
cated athlete. Many of the traits coaches wish to see and promote in their
athletes are similar to traits found in individuals with eating disorders."
Many individuals — and especially athletes — view their eating disorder
symptoms as an achievement!

Therefore, the prudent coach will realize that the potential for ex-
tremism is always a part of sports programs, even at the youth level,
when winning is highly valued and competition is extremely fierce. In
sports where pressures exist to “make weight” and where losing weight
can often enhance sport performance, athletes may be particularly vul-
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nerable to factors promoting disordered eating. They may also have am-
ple opportunity to learn such behaviors from other athletes, a phenom-
enon referred to as the Contagion Effect.

Due to the serious nature of eating disorders, coaches and parents
should be especially vigilant for the early warning signs of anorexia and
bulimia, realizing that these signs are sometimes difficult to identify be-
cause they are often confused with traits that are desirable for successful
sports performance. Despite coaches’ awareness of the serious nature of
eating disorders, such syndromes may still be difficult to identify be-
cause of the athlete’s lack of openness and reluctance to discuss such
issues. Further, when athletes fit the sport body profile and have demon-
strated successful sport performances, their traits are often interpreted
by parents, coaches and athletes alike as positive rather than unhealthy.

Fear of weight gain is a common occurrence in sports such as
wrestling with its weight classes or gymnastics where low body weight
initially facilitates sport performance and often is reflected in judges’
scores. Public weigh-ins or negative comments from coaches may also
act as triggers for inappropriate and unhealthy eating behaviors. For ex-
ample, one technically skilled but inexperienced coach used to say to his
young gymnasts, “There are good gymnasts and there are fat gymnasts
but there are no good, fat gymnasts!” As he became aware of the nega-
tive and potentially deadly impact of such “motivational” comments,
he studiously avoided such judgmental remarks. Subtle approval from
coaches and judges (“You made weight!” or “You look good!”) following
rapid weight loss may, despite their positive sounding messages, actually
promote those behaviors which initiate eating disorders. Finally, at the
highest levels of competitive sport, eating disorders may be fostered by
a team culture that places successful sport performance before health.
Such programs might very well educate athletes about the risks of eating
disorders but place such a strong focus of winning that athletes adopt an
attitude that winning is “worth the risk” or feel pressured to make weight
in any way that they can rather than follow sound nutritional guidelines.

GENDER ISSUES™

While earlier research found the prevalence of eating disorders higher in
girls than boys, those differences may have been overestimated because
of how researchers looked at the problem. The stereotype of eating dis-
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orders as a female illness might result in young boys being reluctant to
report that they are suffering from a “girl’s disease.” Physicians may not
ask boys those necessary questions designed to detect disordered eating
symptoms because they “know” that disordered eating is found only in
girls. For example, the concept of a Female Athletic Triad has long been
a well-accepted concept in the medical and coaching communities. The
triad consists of osteoporosis (low bone mass; loss of bone mass); lack of
or irregularities in menstruation (both in initial onset and irregularity),
and energy deficiency (restricted eating). More recently, a Male Athletic
Triad has been identified. It also involves osteoporosis and energy defi-
ciencies but instead of a menstrual deficiency specific to females, it pos-
tulates reduced testosterone levels. Instead of a primary focus on weight
loss, the male triad focuses on a preoccupation with lean muscularity.
Such a preoccupation can lead to eating disorders and may be coupled
with steroid use at older, more intense competitive levels.

Coaches involved with sports where weight control is crucial for suc-
cess (e.g., gymnastics, dance, wrestling, skating) are coming to the real-
ization that they must do more than simply counsel their athletes to con-
trol weight. A general admonition to avoid crash diets and to lose weight
gradually is not sufficient. Not only must coaches give those athletes and
their parents safe, nutritionally sound information on “how to” lose, gain
or maintain weight, but also they must be reasonably sophisticated in
recognizing predictable hazards involved in following such guidelines.

DIAGNOSING EATING DISORDERS: WHAT TO LOOK FOR

One very prominent characteristic of anorexics and bulimics is the hid-
den nature of their affliction. Most refuse to discuss it with others, often
because of a mistaken belief that they are “all alone.” With bulimics,
the pattern of vomiting after gorging is thought to be so disgusting that
bulimics frequently hide the affliction from even those closest to them.
Since bulimics rarely experience the dramatic weight losses shown by
the anorexics, their problem often goes undetected until the results of
their behaviors disturb others around them: e.g., toilets clogged because
of the continual vomiting of undigested food; thefts of food for the com-
pulsive binges; or thefts of money to support their costly food bills.
Table 11.3 presents those symptoms most closely linked to serious
eating disorders. Obviously, many of these symptoms result from the
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TABLE 11.3 Generalized Signs and Symptoms of Eating Disorders"

1. Elaborate behavior patterns designed to hide the disordered eating

behaviors from others

2. Persistent denial that a problem exists even when confronted with it

3. Withdrawal, isolation and a lack of closeness with others as the
problem worsens and concealment becomes more difficult

Specific to Anorexia Specific to Bulimia

a. Extremely restricted eating

b. Extreme thinness and loss of
muscle tissue

c. Dry yellowish skin

d. With females, an irregularity
and ultimate loss of menstrual
period

e. Loss of scalp hair

f. Continual feelings of being cold

g. Development of fine, soft hair
over the much of the body to
help conserve body heat.

h. Dry skin due to reduced fluid
intake

i. Severe constipation

j- Sodium and potassium
deficiencies which cause muscle
and heart spasms, cardiac
arrest and kidney problems

k. Low blood pressure, slow
breathing and slow pulse

a.

Recurrent episodes of eating
large amounts of food in short
periods of time

. Frequent weight fluctuations

of 10 pounds or more due to
alternating binges and fasts

. Swollen, painful, tender salivary

glands

d. Chronic sore throat

e. Compulsive stealing and

hoarding of food and theft of
money to obtain food

Sporadic menstrual cycle

. Decayed, discolored teeth

. Swelling and puffiness often in

the ankles and feet

Dry skin

starvation and malnutrition caused by the drastically disturbed food in-
take. The specific cause or causes of eating disorders is not known. They
tend to recur in families from one generation to the next, so a genetic
predisposition has long been considered a distinct possibility. However,
such behaviors can be taught or promoted by inappropriate coaching
and parental behaviors. Cultural factors — both sport and non-sport — are
almost certainly involved (for example, the belief that “thin” is attractive

or necessary to compete well).
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EARLY DETECTION AND TREATMENT"®

Behavioral medicine requires active participation on the part of the pa-
tient/athlete. Since the athletes often do not believe they have a problem
— a belief labelled denial — the question of active participation is often
central to their recovery. Denial is not simply lying such as, “No, I don't
have a problem!” It is often a combination of rationalization (“I must do
this to be successful!l”); justification (“I have to do this to keep up with
the competition!”) or minimization (“I only do this just before weight
ins!”). Often, overcoming denial is a crucial first step in recovery. Ath-
letes may “role play” that they want to get better simply to minimize
the pressure from coaches to change their eating behaviors; but when
left on their own they return to the disordered eating in the belief that
it is justified and that the problem lies with the unreasonable demands
of the medical professionals and the well-meaning, but — in their minds
- misguided coaches and parents who won't leave them alone. Effective
therapy involves first convincing the athletes that there is a problem, not
accusing them of a lack of will power or of making bad decisions.

Combatting the addictive, obsessive compulsive disordered eating be-
haviors is more than a presentation of a logical argument that disordered
eating is unhealthy. Encouragement is often seen as coercion and results
in even more resistance to treatment. Athletes should be provided with
individualized emotional support such as, “You can do it; we can help!”

While selection of treatment is outside the youth sport coach’s pre-
rogative, both coaches and parents should be aware that early detection
and referral for professional treatment is a strong predictor of recovery.

Regardless of the treatment chosen or the patient’s personal char-
acteristics, two factors are clear: The earlier the treatment begins and the
younger the individual is, the better the prognosis is for recovery. Thus,
early recognition is a crucial factor over which parents and coaches can
have some influence. If they are familiar with the early behavioral signs
for detection, they can often thwart what could become a life threaten-
ing disorder. Table 11.4 briefly summarizes those signs.

The parent or coach who suspects that their youngster may be ex-
hibiting the early signs of an eating disorder might intervene by sitting
down with that youngster and saying something similar to the follow-
ing: “I know that you are trying to control your weight, but you don’t
seem to be much happier. Are you aware of the dangers of such behaviors
and do you know that there are better ways to control your
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TABLE 11.4 Early Detection Behavioral Symptoms of Eating Disorders

. Eating alone or in secret; refusal to eat with the family
. Consistently skips meals, often breakfast and lunch
. Dieting is equated with total fasting

o n o o

. An abnormally intense pre-occupation with weight, evidenced
by continually stepping on the scale or critically evaluating body
proportions before a mirror

e. Substantial weight loss or weight fluctuations
f. Excessive exercising to lose weight above and beyond normal training
exercises

g. Secretive or withdrawn behavior in combination with any or all of the
above symptoms

weight and your sports performance?” From there, safe, sane weight
control procedures can be suggested. For example, specific goals can be
set for managing caloric intake based upon the athlete’s height, weight,
activity level, and percentage body fat. Such procedures allow a return
to a normal pattern of eating. However, make no mistake — eating dis-
orders, once developed, are no longer effectively treated with “common
sense” cautions. They are a medical problem requiring professional assis-
tance from professionals familiar with eating disorders! Listed below are
sources which can assist you if you or a member of your family or team
appears to be suffering from anorexia or bulimia.

National Association of Anorexia Nervosa and
Associated Disorders

[http://www.anad.org |

HELPLINE: 630.577.1330

EMAIL: hello@anad.org

PHONE: 630.577.1333

220 N. Green St.

Chicago, IL 60607

National Eating Disorders Association
200 W 41st Street

Suite 1203

New York, NY 10036


http://www.anad.org
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HELPLINE: 1-800-931-2237

HELPLINE HOURS: 9:00 AM - 9:00 PM (ET) Mon-Thurs;
and 9:00 AM to 5:00 PM (ET) Fri.

EMAIL: info@NationalEatingDisorders.org

Hazing and Bullying

Hazing and bullying are closely related issues since both involve the
misuse of power to purposely harass, abuse or humiliate another per-
son. A primary distinction that separates these two misuses of power is
that with hazing, the victim is typically enduring such abusive action
in order to gain access to a special group such as a sports team or, with
college students, a fraternity or sorority. In bullying, the individual is
often emotionally abused by being intentionally isolated and harassed.
Because they both involve intentional abuse, they will be discussed to-
gether in the context of organized youth sports.

HAZING

While traditions and ritual initiations may have some benefits in terms
of developing a team culture and a sense of unity among team members,
sport-related hazing often involves dangerous activities and in many
states is illegal whether it occurs within the team setting or outside at,
say, a picnic or other informal team gathering. Hazing can be defined
as “any activity expected of someone joining a group (or to maintain
full status in a group) that humiliates, degrades or risks emotional and/
or physical harm regardless of the person’s willingness to participate”
(www.StopHazing.org, 2007). This definition points out three crucial di-
mensions of hazing that can negatively impact young athletes.!® First,
hazing can occur with existing team members as well as newcomers.
Second, hazing includes emotional and psychological abuse, both of
which can be more devastating and long lasting than physical abuse.
Third, while hazing victims often consent to the hazing because of peer
pressure, the victim’s willingness to participate does not free the coach
from the responsibility of adequately supervising the young athletes and
preventing hazing from occurring. A coerced choice is no choice at all.
While hazing tends to occur more in teams of older athletes (i.e., high
school and older), it does occur with younger teams and is often diffi-
cult to distinguish from bullying — behaviors which are quite common
among school aged children.
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BULLYING

Bullying is more than simply being rude or mean. Rudeness might be
hurtful but it rarely involves intentional meanness and is unlikely to be
systematically inflicted on a single, targeted person. Mean behavior can
be quite hurtful and quite intentional but lacks the targeted, systematic
imbalance of power that favors the bully over the victim. Bullying in-
volves three primary characteristics: It is systematicaly repeated; it is in-
flicted intentionally; and it involves aggressive behavior by an individual
who is on the strong side of an imbalance of power.?°

HAZING AND THE LAW?*

Even recreation coaches have a legal, moral and ethical responsibility to
protect their athletes from reasonably foreseeable acts of sport-related
hazing. At present, more than 40 states have enacted anti-hazing legisla-
tion and, for the most part, treat hazing as a misdemeanor. Substantial
differences in how these laws are written exist from state to state. For
example, in some states failure to report incidents of hazing is a crime
in and of itself. Coaches need to be aware of the laws applicable in their
state. Civil liability laws also deal with hazing. The laws typically focus
on hazing in public schools and colleges in both sport and fraternal or-
ganizations. Nonetheless, the implication for youth sports is clear: Haz-
ing is not a legitimate “rite of passage” and is unacceptable both legally
and morally. As a result, a youth sport coach or administrator who fails
to provide adequate supervision to stop the occurrence of dangerous
hazing activities could be judged as negligent.

Hazing differs from bullying because it is often accepted by the
victims as a “necessary evil,” i.e., an abuse to be endured in order to be
accepted by the group. Hazing involves the power that older members of
a group have over younger or aspiring members of the group. This power
of seniority can quickly escalate from harmless rituals (i.e., singing a
class song) to dangerous activities such as paddling or sexual abuse that
can lead to serious injury (both physical and psychological) and even
death.?? For more information on preventing bullying behavior: www.
StopHazing.org.

GUIDELINES TO REDUCE OR ELIMINATE HAZING?

1. Establish a clear pro-active anti-hazing policy and make certain
all members of your team (coaches, assistants, players and parents)
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are aware of that policy. If your league or organization does not
have such a written policy, strongly encourage the administrators
of your organization to develop and publicize that policy.

2. If you believe that “rites of passage” serve a useful purpose of
enhancing team cohesion and commitment to the group, develop
alternative team building exercises that are safe and distinct from
hazing behaviors.

3. If hazing has been ongoing within your team or organization,
address the prior incidents directly with your team members
stressing emphatically that such behavior is no longer acceptable
and encourage your athletes to report incidents of hazing by
providing a mechanism for anonymous reporting and by stressing
to all concerned that retaliation against the hazing victims will
not be tolerated.

4. Involve the parents and other members of the community to
develop and implement anti-hazing policies.

5. Develop a culture of respect for others within your team and
program by modeling such respectful behavior to your young
athletes, fellow coaches, parents, opponents and youth sport
administrators.

6. Encourage older and more experienced athletes to mentor
younger players to develop positive relationships that can preempt
dominating and humiliating based upon power and status within
your team.

7. Keep thorough records documenting all reported incidents of
hazing.

Bullying by Coaches

Bullying occurs when a more powerful individual abuses that power by
systematically intimidating others who are weaker or have less power.
Bullying is not just limited to athletes bullying athletes. Coaches can be
the bullies under the guise of disciplining or motivating their athletes.
When athletes — either individually or as a team - are subjected to de-
meaning, name-calling and insults, the behavior is unacceptable wheth-
er it is athlete-to-athlete or coach-to-athlete where the power imbalance
is inherent to the coach-athlete relationship.
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Four techniques have been identified by which coaches tend to jus-
tify such unjustifiable behavior.?*

Moral justification is where the bullying is depicted as normal
social behavior, i.e., part of the culture in sport. It is the way that
sport teaches kids “to be tough.”

Backhanded apologies minimize and shift the blame for the
reprehensible behavior. “Sorry, I just got a little carried away
trying to get the kids to focus and pay attention.” The language “a
little carried away” minimizes the transgression and the reference
to the kids’ failure to “pay attention” implies that they are
responsible for the bullying behavior.

Advantageous comparisons involve comparing the bullying
behavior to something that is worse and never happened. “I never
once laid a finger on them!” The physical abuse never occurred
but was not the issue in the first place. Verbal intimidation was
the concern.

Escalating the consequences is an extension of the bullying
behavior. The bullying behavior itself is not what is escalated but
rather the consequences for resisting the bullying behavior. When
the athlete fights back or identifies the bullying behavior, the
coach responds with, “If you don’t like it or can’t handle it, you
can always quit or go to another team.”

Ask yourself if you have ever been guilty of such behaviors and/or justi-
fications. A single incident is merely a mistake. A systematic use of such
techniques is bullying in every sense of the word and has no place in the
world of organized youth sports.
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I n this chapter, three major topics will be discussed:
* Misconceptions about youth strength training and conditioning
¢ Basic principles of strength training, cardiovascular conditioning
and flexibility in young athletes
e Safety considerations necessary for young athletes
The major focus of this chapter is how to develop and implement
a strength and conditioning program for adolescent and pre-adolescent
athletes. Proper conditioning and good health are vital to prevent athletic
injuries and to enhance sport performance. Moreover, strength and
conditioning programs should be concerned about healthy growth and
development. As a youth sport coach, you should encourage such programs.
The conditioning drills and activities you use should be consistent
with the requirements of your sport and the developmental stages of
your athletes. There are three essential components of training and
conditioning which are appropriate for young athletes and which can be
improved by proper coaching. They are: strength training (strength,
power, muscular endurance); cardiovascular conditioning (aerobic,
anaerobic); and flexibility (range of motion, ability of muscle to move
freely about joints).

Benefits of an Effective Conditioning Program’

When you develop a basic, but effective, training and conditioning pro-
gram for your athletes, you provide them with the following benefits:

¢ Increased muscular strength and endurance

e Increased cardiovascular fitness

Decreased risk of injury

e Improved athletic performance

Ability to compete at higher levels of play and intensity

In addition to these short range benefits, a youth sports fitness and
conditioning program can enhance both the knowledge of and the valu-
ing of physical conditioning that can have benefits far beyond the im-
proved fitness during the sports season. Since fitness deteriorates mark-
edly following prolonged periods of inactivity, the adoption of a lifestyle
*Much of the material and organization of the first portion of this chapter was initially

prepared for the Rutgers Youth Sports Research Council by Robb S. Rehberg, Ph.D.,
William Paterson University.
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that includes regular physical activity can actually prolong both life and
the quality of that life. Involvement with sports as a youngster does not,
by itself predict a longer, higher quality life. However, if young athletes
value physical activity and adopt a lifestyle that increases their physical
activity to the tune of 2000 Kilocalories per week,” they will live on aver-
age two full years longer than their inactive counterparts.!

Myths About Strength and Conditioning for Children

There are a number of common misconceptions or myths that you
should be aware of as you develop a training and conditioning program
for your young athletes:

Misconception #1: Strength training is ineffective in prepubescent chil-
dren since they lack the testosterone hormone required for strength gain.

FACT: If that were true, women with lower testosterone levels
could not experience significant strength gain. Yet, they do. Fur-
ther, strength gain can develop from a variety of factors. Strength
training promotes muscle growth but it also teaches the brain

to recruit more neurons to fire simultaneously resulting in more
muscle fibers working together at the same time. “Strength gains”
also result from athletes learning more biomechanically effective
body positions for exerting strength. (Figure 12.1)

FIGURE 12.1 Strength
training for prepubes-
cent children involves
learning biomechanical
effective body positions
in addition to recruiting
more efficient firing of
muscle fibers.

*While caloric expenditure is affected by the athlete’s weight, fitness level and running
speed, 2000 Kilocalories is the equivalent a 135 1b. individual of running about 5 miles
4 times per week or about 3.5 hours of running per week.
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Misconception #2: Strength training is unsafe for young athletes.
FACT: When properly performed, strength training is not only
safe, but it can aid in decreasing injuries as well. Furthermore,
there is no evidence to support the common fear that strength
training damages growth plates. With proper instruction and
proper supervision, strength training is quite safe, and even
recommended, for children and adolescents. Often enhanced
strength is necessary for safely performing essential sport skills. A
properly supervised strength program using correct strength train-
ing techniques does not lead to growth plate injuries.

Misconception #3: Strength training can stunt a child’s growth.

FACT: A properly designed and supervised strength training pro-
gram will not stunt a child’s growth; rather, it can help strengthen
bones and increase the growth hormone response which helps
with physical development.

Misconception #4: Children who lift weights will become muscle-
bound and will lose flexibility.

FACT: A properly designed weight training program along with
regular stretching exercises will allow children to become stronger
without “bulking up” while at the same time maintaining and of-
ten even improving flexibility.

General Principles for Effective Conditioning Programs?

The following principles are appropriate regardless of whether the pri-
mary purpose of your conditioning program focuses on strength, cardio-
vascular conditioning or flexibility.

WARM-UP/COOL-DOWN BASICS

Warm-ups raise the body temperature by increasing blood flow, while
cool-down permits a gradual recovery to pre-exercise heart rate and
blood pressure levels. Both minimize muscle soreness following exercise.

Warm-up Length
While conditioning professionals often recommend 15 to 30 minutes of
warm-up, such a time period is often seen by youth sport coaches as too
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W FIGURE 122

Transitioning into
low intensity sports
skills after a short,
formal warm up is

a partial solution to
including an effec-
tive warm up of suf-
ficient duration into
a typical youth sport
training session.

long to comfortably fit into a 1- to 2-hour practice session typically when
training young, beginning athletes. A partial solution is to hold a formal
warm-up of 5 to 10 minutes followed by a transition into sports skills of
low intensity immediately following the warm-up before engaging in
more vigorous activities so that the low intensity skills, in fact, become
part of the physical warm-up. (Figure 12.2) The short, formal warm-up
signals the beginning of the training session, develops the habit of en-
gaging in an initial warm-up before hard training, and becomes part
of the “sharp starts” for effective organization of practice sessions. (See
Chapter 2, pages 43-45 for organizing effective practices.)

BENEFITS OF A COOL DOWN PERIOD

Cool down consists of engaging in low intensity physical activities fol-
lowing high intensity activities. For example, static stretching at the end
of a workout can be used for the dual purpose of cooling down and im-
proving flexibility. The more intense the workout, the more important
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a formal cool down period becomes. Cooling down reduces the lactate
content in fatigued muscles resulting in:

a. reduced fatigue
b. less stiffness

c. faster recovery

SPECIFICITY

You get what you train. Conditioning programs improve specifically
what they are designed to improve. If you lift weights quickly, you will
improve at lifting weight quickly. If you lift slowly, over a limited range
of movement, you will improve at lifting slowly over a limited range.

OVERLOAD

To increase strength, conditioning or flexibility, the training must in-
crease the training load over and above that load the athlete was previ-
ously capable of handling. Overload can be accomplished by increasing
the weight, the number of repetitions in a set of exercises, the number of
sets of the same exercise or by decreasing the rest intervals between sets.

PROGRESSION

Establish a baseline; i.e. Suzy can do 8 sit-ups in 30 seconds. Then gradu-
ally and systematically increase the intensity, frequency, and difficulty
of the exercises.

VARIATION

The exercise used and the training variables selected should systemati-
cally be varied to sustain interest and avoid overuse injuries resulting
from repetition.

The Basics of Strength Training

As a volunteer coach, you can help your young athletes develop a safe
and effective strength development program by a) setting developmen-
tally appropriate goals, b) designing a program for strength improvement
that is consistent with healthy growth and development and ¢) ensuring
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that appropriate safety precautions are in place. The American College of
sports Medicine (ACSM) asserts that properly designed and supervised
strength programs are safe and effective for school age children.?

SETTING REALISTIC, CHALLENGING GOALS®

Set both performance and process goals related to strength. For exam-
ple, a performance goal would be, “improving my lift strength by 10%
within two weeks.” This would be a moderately challenging goal for a
beginner who lacked much strength to begin with while it might be a
quite challenging goal for an athlete who already had developed sub-
stantial strength. An example of a process goal would be to “train con-
sistently for an hour, three times per week.” Goals should be specific and
measurable and capable of being realistically accomplished in a reason-
able period of time.

PROGRAM DESIGN

Age-Related Factors

The strength training program must be designed for different levels of
physical and mental maturity. These levels parallel, but are not com-
pletely linked, to age. However, as a general guideline, your strength pro-
gram should match the following age levels.*

a. under 7 years — Use no external weights. Use muscular endurance
exercises almost exclusively. Proper weight lifting techniques can
be taught without weights on the bar.

b. 8-10 years — Introduce progressive resistance training for those
children who are mature enough to regularly accept and follow
directions.

¢. 11-13 years - Introduce more advanced exercises with the primary
emphasis on proper execution rather than the amount of weight
lifted.

d. 14-15 years — Begin advanced programs which progressively
increase the amount of weight lifted.

e. 16 years and older — Begin entry level adult programs.

*See Chapter 5 for a more in-depth discussion of goal setting.
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Brief, focused workouts will be more motivating to young athletes
than long, drawn out strength training sessions. Effective work out ses-
sions can be as brief as 20 minutes and should rarely, if ever, exceed 60
minutes with youth athletes. Encourage your athletes to do more sit-ups
in 30 seconds rather than simply more sit-ups, but never sacrifice form
using this approach. If they break form, stop. Increasing the repetitions
within a fixed time interval improves power and muscular endurance
without punishing athletes for improving their fitness!

Maximal Lifts and Repetitions

Children under the age of 14 years should not perform maximal lifts (1
RM).” When designing a youth strength training program, use a 10 RM
instead of instead of 1 RM. Further, consider the maximum to have oc-
curred when the young athlete loses form during the lift (i.e., the tech-
nique becomes sloppy due to fatigue) rather than using complete failure
to lift as the definition of “maximum.” Try to stop just before the athlete
experiences a breakdown in form. At no time should a weight be used
that allows less than eight repetitions. While such a design focuses more
on muscular endurance training rather than power training, power does
develop and damage to growth plates is avoided. Low to moderate inten-
sity plyometrics™ can often be used to improve power and are typically
incorporated into conditioning drills normally done in practice.

Progressive Resistance Exercise

As strength increases, gradually increase the resistance (i.e., the amount
of weight) by the smallest amount of weights possible. These gradual
increments should be no more than one to three pounds compared to
ten pound increments typical of adult programs. The American College
of Sports Medicine guidelines for children recommends an initial weight
load that they can lift in one to three sets of 8 to 15 times per set with
good form. A set of 8 to 15 reps should stop about one to two reps short
of failure. This judgement is typically made based upon evidence that
the young athletes are starting to struggle and look as if they are about
to break from proper form.

*A maximal lift is the maximum amount of weight that can be lifted successfully

once. Second attempts at that weight typically fail. 1RM = maximum lift with only 1
repetition. 10 RM = maximum weight that can lifted 10 consecutive times before failure.
**Plyometrics, also known as “jump training,” are explosive exercises using jumping,
hopping and rebounding where the muscles exert maximum force in short bursts of
time to increase power (moving weight rapidly).
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FIGURE 12.3

Relying on body weight for
resistance training is quite
appropriate for youth athletes,
especially the very young.

Body Weight vs. External Weights

Relying primarily on body weight for resistance training is an excellent
alternative to the use of weights or weight machines, especially with
very young children. (Figure 12.3) Not only does it use safe amounts of
weight (except possibly with very obese athletes), but also it is typically
less expensive and more convenient. Such exercises can be done in the
playing area and do not required a specialized weight room or an in-
vestment in weight lifting equipment. Table 12.1 lists commonly used
strength exercises that rely exclusively on body weight. Even with these
basic exercises, make sure proper form is emphasized.

TABLE 12.1 Body Weight Exercise
Pull-ups Toe Raises
Dips Crunches (Mini-Sit Ups)
Push-ups Wall Squats

Lunges Body Weight Squats
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FIGURE 12.4

The three keys to
safe conditioning
programs with
children and youth
are supervision,
supervision,
supervision.
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Technique and Safety

Proper lifting technique should always be the primary focus, not the
amount of weight to be lifted. When working with young athletes the
three most important components of safety are 1) supervision, 2) super-
vision, and 3) supervision! (Figure 12.4) Always use a spotter when lift-
ing free weights and even with many machines. Caution young athletes
not to hold their breath or lock joints when lifting. Use proper warm-up
sets and use approximately one to two sets with 50-75% of your normal
working weight as their warm up. Wear proper clothing and footwear.

Never allow flip-flops or sandals. Avoid extremely loose fitting
clothing which could become entangled in the weights; use non-slippery
footwear.

Allow proper rest between sets — for example, 30 to 60 seconds
when using light weights for muscular endurance training. With heavier
weights use 1 %2 to 2 minutes. Allow proper rest — one day off between
sessions (i.e., at least 48 hours) — to avoid overtraining and/or injury.
Remember, strength gains result from the rest and recovery period that
occur after the stress of a resistance training session — ideally 48 hours.
In effective strength training programs, young athletes typically train
with weights every other day.
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Muscular Balance Between Opposing Muscle Groups

Injuries such as pulled muscles and hamstring pulls are more likely when
one side of opposing muscle groups becomes stronger and imbalanced
than the other side. For example, when the quadriceps muscles that
open the knee joint become significantly stronger than the hamstring
muscle that closes that same joint, a pulled hamstring is a common in-
jury. Therefore, strengthen hamstring muscles to offset strength gains
in quadriceps muscles. Design your program to maintain the normal
strength balance and relative strength ratios between opposing muscle
groups at all major joints. For example, balance triceps exercises with
biceps exercises. Strengthen lower back muscles to balance the strength
gains in abdominal muscles.

Plyometrics for Children and Adolescents

According to the American College of Sports Medicine (ASCM), “plyo-
metric training can be a safe, effective and fun activity for children and
adolescents provided that the program is properly designed, sensibly pro-
gressed and supervised by qualified professionals.” It should be part of
an overall conditioning program, not a stand alone conditioning element.

WHAT IS PLYOMETRIC TRAINING?

Plyometric exercises exaggerate the muscle’s normal cycle of lengthen-
ing and shortening in order to increase muscular power. Plyometric ex-
ercises are performed quickly and explosively to develop both strength
and power. Power is essentially strength executed quickly. It is essential
in many sports which rely on explosive muscular contractions. Drills
such as hops, jumps and rebounding movements elicit a stretch reflex by
stretching the muscle just before it contracts for the jump or hop. The
result is the development of greater contracting force. Common plyo-
metric drills include jumping from an elevated surface and rebounding
off the floor to another slightly higher surface. Multiple repetitions of
such a drill builds power. Jumping rope and hopscotch are essentially
plyometric because every time the athletes’ rebound from the ground
they are performing a plyometric exercise.

Although plyometrics were originally thought to be safe only with
fully conditioned adults, the ACSM has judged plyometrics not only as
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FIGURE 12.5

Skipping rope is
an excellent, safe

way to initiate

plyometrics with

children and
adolescents.
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safe and appropriate, but when used within a well-designed comprehen-
sive youth conditioning program, plyometrics have proved capable of
increasing speed of movement, improving power, strengthening bones,
facilitating weight control and reducing the risk of sport-related injuries
with children. The program should start with low intensity drills, such
as hopping or skipping on a level surface followed by bounding over low
objects such as foam blocks before gradually progressing to higher inten-
sity drills such as jumping down from a low, but elevated, surface and
then rebounding to a surface of similar height. Once a reasonable level
of conditioning has been achieved, the athletes can perform the drills by
rebounding to a surface which is even higher than the surface from
which they initially jumped. Well-conditioned athletes will benefit from
plyometric drills from heights of 6” to 18”. However, even highly condi-
tioned athletes typically use heights of no more than 24”. When in
doubt, lower is better than higher, particularly when initially exposing
young athletes to plyometrics. (Figure 12.5)

While plyometric training has typically focused on developing leg
strength, certain sports such as gymnastics and wrestling can benefit
from upper body plyometric drills such as rebounding from a handstand
or from a push-up position. Such drills should only be used after basic
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handstand skills have been fully mastered and the athletes can maintain
a straight spine position and support their body weight on their arms
throughout the rebounding handstand drill.

SAFETY GUIDELINES FOR PLYOMETRICS TRAINING WITH
YOUNG ATHLETES

a. Plyometrics should begin only after basic conditioning has been
achieved and sufficient leg strength has been developed.

s

Warm up thoroughly before initiating plyometrics exercises.

Start with low jumps and gradually build to higher jumps.

a o

Land on the balls of your feet, not flat footed.

4

Provide substantial rest periods between exercise bouts.

lwa)

Stop, if sharp pains are felt in the joints of the hips, knees and
ankles.

g. Athletes should use supportive footwear.

h. While firm landing surfaces such as grass or floating gymnasium
floors are necessary to benefit from plyometric drills, avoid
landing on rigid surfaces such as concrete or asphalt.

i. Avoid soft surfaces such as spongy mats which negate the positive
impact of the plyometric drill.

j.  Jump straight to avoid landing with a twisting or sideward
motion.

The Basics of Cardiovascular Conditioning

TYPES OF CONDITIONING

There are two basic types of conditioning: Conditioning for activities
which actively use oxygen (aerobic) and conditioning for activities that
because of their intense nature do not actively use oxygen (anaerobic).
Aerobic exercises would include activities such as jogging and running,
bike riding, swimming and other exercises that use sustained, repetitive
large muscle movements. Anaerobic exercises would include activities re-
quiring short bursts of energy such as lifting a weight, and brief, intense
sprints such as a 40 or 100 yard dash.

Return to TOC



280 Chapter 12

PROGRAM DESIGN

For optimal conditioning for young athletes, conditioning sessions
should occur three times per week for approximately 30 minutes. Keep
the sessions short and focused while improving conditioning as a result
of increasing the intensity of the workout session rather than permitting
the workouts to become longer and longer. While moderate increases in
duration may be necessary for effective training, long, drawn out con-
ditioning sessions tend to undermine the motivation of young athletes.

Use heart rate to determine if intensity level is adequate for improv-
ing fitness level. For maximal effect, a heart rate of at least 160 beats
per minute for at least 30 minutes should be maintained in children.
Teach young athletes to take their pulse by placing their two forefingers
on their wrist and, after they successfully find their pulse (over the ra-
dial artery), have them count how many beats occur in 10 seconds and
multiply by 6. Young children may have difficulty counting fast enough
when their pulse is elevated and also with the multiplication but they
can achieve reasonable accuracy with practice.

Circuit Training

Circuit training is a popular and effective means of combining strength
training and cardiovascular endurance training in a fixed time period.
The circuit consists of multiple training stations with a specific exercise
set up at each station. Athletes exercise vigorously for a specified time
at each station, then rest on a work/rest ratio of approximately 1:1 for
aerobic activity (e.g., 2 minutes work; 2 minutes rest) and 1:2 or 3 for
anaerobic activity (i.e., 2 minutes work; 4 to 6 minutes rest). Table 12.2
illustrates a nine-station circuit with exercises.

TABLE 12.2 Circuit Training

1. Squats 2. Push-ups 3. Jump Rope
4. Pull-ups 5. Sprints 6. Dips
7. Lunges 8. Crunches

(the order alternates between upper and lower body drills)
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SAFETY ISSUES

Regardless of the specific cardiovascular drills that you ask your athletes
to complete, there are three safety factors which should be considered.

Allow for Adequate Rest Periods

Avoid overtraining by allowing proper rest between conditioning peri-
ods. Keep them walking around rather than being completely immo-
bile during the rest periods to help recovery. When having your athletes
do conditioning exercises such as sprints, allow approximately two to
three times as much rest as the duration of the sprint. For example, if
they sprint for 15 seconds, rest for 30 to 45 seconds before repeating the
sprint. When training for endurance, your work-to-rest intervals are dif-
ferent than what was just described. If your athletes condition for 3 to 4
minutes, the rest intervals should also be about 3 to 4 minutes.

Heat lllness

Be aware of the temperature, the humidity and the heat index, the latter
of which is the combination of heat and humidity. As humidity rises,
even moderate temperatures can create dangerous situations. (Figure A humidity rises,
12.6) Figure 14.1 in Chapter 14 illustrates the danger zones for various even moderate

combinations of heat and humidity. See Chapter 14 for more informa-  temperatures can

tion in avoiding heat illnesses while working out. create dangerous
situations.

FIGURE 12.6

Running Environment

Since running is perhaps the most common cardiovascular training
available, plan your athletes’ running carefully. On hot, humid days,
run in the early morning or early evening before dark to minimize the
effects of heat. Avoid running on roads and/or rough terrain to minimize
the likelihood of injury. Running tracks or grass fields are examples of
safer, less stressful surfaces.

The Basics of Flexibility Training

Three types of stretching techniques have been studied.® The first is
called static stretching and has been the most traditional technique.
It involves holding a stretch position either passively with a partner or
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actively by one’s self for approximately 30 seconds. Static stretching has
been found to be less effective at increasing range of motion than the
other two commonly used techniques. Dynamic stretching involves
actively moving the limb through a full range of motion from one end
to the other in repetitive movements. It appears to be more effective at
increasing range of motion with one very important restriction. If the
athlete “bounces” at the end of the full range, the muscle may actually
experience a loss of flexibility and be subject to a higher risk of injury. As
a result, the bouncing form of dynamic stretching is not recommended.
The third form of stretching is proprioceptive neuromuscular facili-
tation (PNF), sometimes referred to as pre-contraction stretching. It is
sometimes called push-pull stretching because it involves pushing by
contracting the muscle for 6 to 10 seconds followed by stretching that
same muscle for 6 to 10 seconds.

EVALUATE INITIAL FLEXIBILITY

There are two popular methods requiring minimal equipment. A simple
sit-and-reach box can be built. The athlete sits with legs straight and
the soles of the feet touching the side of the box. The athlete reaches
forward with both hand as far as possible. Typically, “zero” is the point
at which the athlete’s finger would touch his/her toes. Going beyond the
toes yield positive scores in inches or centimeters. A reach short of the
toes yields negative scores. Alternatively, without a sit-and-reach box, the
athletes sit with their legs straddled (like a “V” on the floor) and reach
forward with both hands. The maximal reach is measured. The flexibil-
ity range should be determined for each individual since the range of
motion is jointly determined by hamstring flexibility, lower back flex-
ibility and arm length.

STRETCHING PROGRAMS

Proper stretching should be taught and supervised carefully. Do not as-
sume that young athletes already know proper stretching technique. De-
spite the conventional practice of stretching before a workout, it is more
effective to stretch at the end of the workout. Stretching at the end of
the workout avoids a loss of power during the training session and maxi-
mizes the improvement in flexibility. Stretching is not warmup.
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When using static stretching, hold each stretch steadily for 20 to
30 seconds. Dynamic stretching involves moving the joint through the
complete range of motion. Avoid bouncing (ballistic stretching). Bounc-
ing may cause injury and actually reduces flexibility.

SAFETY ISSUES

a. The athlete should feel a tingling sensation or slight discomfort
(no pain) in order for the stretch to ultimately lead to improved
flexibility; however, sharp pains or the feeling of “needles
pricking” should be avoided to prevent a muscle pull.

b. At the very least, never stretch a cold muscle. Stretching should
occur after warm-ups. Stretching and warm-up are two different
components of the training session. (Figure 12.7)

c. Partner stretches can be quite effective but also can be dangerous
if done improperly or when one partner is too immature to
perform the task properly and fails to be sensitive to the needs of
the other partner.

d. Be careful when stretching previously injured muscles. When
stretching a muscle that is recovering from injury, follow the
guidance of a qualified medical professional such as a physical
therapist or an athletic trainer.

FIGURE 12.7
Stretching should
occur after warming
up. Flexibility train-
ing and warming up
are not the same.
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FIGURE 12.8

PNF Stretching is
typically less painful
and results in no-
ticeable increments
in the range of mo-
tion after each cycle
of stretching and
resistance. However,
the stretching part-
ner must be aware
that over stretching
(the hamstring in
this example) can
injure the partner
being stretched.
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PNF STRETCHING

A particularly effective stretching technique involving partners is called
proprioceptive neuromuscular facilitation stretching or PNF for short. (Fig-
ure 12.8) The most common form of PNF stretching alternates between
a passive stretch — usually with a partner physically stretching a spe-
cific muscle or tendon - and an active muscle contraction by the athlete
being stretched. Each phase lasts approximately six to ten seconds. For
example, to stretch the hamstring, the athlete lies on his back with one
leg extended straight and the other leg lying flat on the floor so that the
legs are at right angles to one another. The ‘teaching” partner pushes
the extended leg into a further split until mild discomfort (a tingling
sensation) is felt. The split is held for six to ten seconds. The athlete be-
ing stretched then isometrically contracts the hamstring attempting to
close the split (i.e., to move the extended leg back down to the floor. The
“teaching” partner, however, exerts sufficient resistive force to hold the
extended leg in the extended position for, again, approximately six to
ten seconds. The stretching athlete is then told to “relax” for a similar
period of time; and the “teaching’ partner again pushes the extended
leg into the maximum range of motion that can be endured with mild
discomfort. The stretching athlete will typically experience a noticeable
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additional range of motion, typically with less pain and discomfort than
normally experienced with a passive stretch only. This alternating pas-
sive stretch followed by the isometric contraction is typically repeated
two to three times on each specific muscle group being stretched.

This type of stretching works more effectively than mere passive
stretching because the isometric contraction activates reflexive relax-
ation which, in turn, protects the muscle from being torn as it is pur-
posely stretched beyond its normal range to increase flexibility.

PNF stretching has two distinct advantages over traditional stretch-
ing techniques. First, traditional stretching to improve range of motion
occurs relatively slowly. It has been described as “Watching the grass
grow.” PNF stretching typically results in noticeable improvement in the
range of motion following each isometric contraction, sometimes by as
much as 10% improvement in the range of motion, especially when the
athlete being stretched is very strong. Second, the pain is reduced notice-
ably after each isometric contraction relative to traditional stretching.
The major limitations are that 1) the partner must be strong enough to
apply sufficient force to prevent the extended joint from closing during
the isometric contraction; and 2) the partner must have sufficient ma-
turity to be aware of the athlete being stretched that the extended leg is
not over extended during the reflexive relaxation phase. Coaches should
emphasize that constant communication is required between partners
to ensure effective, but safe pressure by one partner to the other on the
muscle groups being stretched. An alternative to partner stretches is to
use inexpensive elastic stretch bands as resistance instead of a partner
when performing the PNF stretches.

Use of Professional Trainers

In recent years, there has been a dramatic increase in the number of
commercial fitness centers offering conditioning programs for young
athletes. Parents and coaches who choose to use such services should
select individuals who have been certified by reputable national orga-
nizations such as the National Strength and Conditioning Association
(NSCA), the American College of Sport Medicine, the Society of Health
and Physical Educators and/or have a professional background in exer-
cise physiology or kinesiology.
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ou’ve volunteered to coach your son or daughter’s team. It's the third

day of practice before the first game. Two players running for the ball
at full speed collide. One is rolling in the grass crying and clearly in pain.
The other lies quietly and motionless on the field. What do you do?

Regardless of how safely a sports program is designed and run,
injuries will occur. Chapter 14 (Risk Management) outlines what steps
can reasonably be taken to minimize the occurrence of injuries; however,
once injuries occur -- and they will -- coaches must be able to recognize
the nature of those injuries and be prepared to provide basic first aid
and treatment. This chapter provides specific information concerning the
care of injuries common in youth sports. That sport injuries will occur is
predictable. On the other hand, knowing when, how, to whom and to what
extent an injury will happen is usually unpredictable. Nonetheless, injuries,
some minor and some major, will occur in virtually all sports programs.
The purpose of this chapter is NOT to serve as a First Aid/CPR

Manual, NOR is it meant to be a comprehensive sports medicine text. It
will examine representative, concrete examples of possible emergencies
involving sports injuries. It is designed to provide volunteers with the
knowledge and understanding of their coaching responsibilities. Basic first
aid techniques require hands on training by qualified first aid instructors
or trained medical personnel such as athletic trainers, EMT staff or
doctors. As the coach, you will typically be first on the scene when an
athlete is injured. You must have the skills to recognize common sports
injuries, assess their severity, provide basic first aid and have pre-planned

procedures for obtaining qualified medical aid in the case of serious injury.

The Volunteer Coach’s Role in Sport Medicine

As a volunteer, you can have a significant impact on the health and
safety of your athletes by knowing and implementing accident and inju-
ry prevention policies. Thus, prevention will be emphasized throughout
chapters 13 and 14. Nonetheless, in the course of an entire season with
multiple athletes involved in vigorous physical activities, accidents and
injuries are virtually certain to occur.” Therefore, at least one coach on

*Many thanks to Gloria Bachmann, MD, for her thoughtful critique and contributions
to this chapter. Dr. Bachmann is Associate Dean of Woman’s Health and Director,
Women'’s Health Institute of Rutgers Robert Wood Johnson Medical School and a
member of the Rutgers Youth Sport Council’s Advisory Board.
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site should have the skills taught in a basic First Aid/CPR course. You are
strongly encouraged to take such a course including the coverage of the
use of Automated External Defibrillators (AEDs) and keep your certifica-
tions current every season that you coach. As coach, you are responsible
for obtaining and maintaining a first aid kit with access to a defibrillator,
knowing the contents of such a first aid kit and how to use all its contents
as well as the defibrillator. You should have a preplanned Emergency Ac-
tion Plan (EAP) and have rehearsed it along with all coaches and athletes
involved with your team (See Chapter 15 for a more detailed description
of the crucial elements of acceptable EAPs).

As the coach, you should teach your athletes that they have an
important role in preventing injuries and reporting them if they do oc-
cur. Some athletes equate mental toughness with playing in pain and
ignoring that pain. Teach your athletes that pain is often a warning sign
that action needs to be taken to protect the body and prevent further
damage. The old adage “no pain, no gain” is quite appropriate for car-
diovascular conditioning and strength training drills, but has no place
in reporting injuries that occur in practice or competition. Athletes need
to be educated to the fact that pain is an important warning signal that
should be reported first to the coach and, when necessary, conveyed to
qualified medical professionals and parents.

While pre-participation physical exams are not mandated by most
recreational youth sport organizations, coaches should strongly encour-
age parents to have such exams for their children before participating
in your program. Effective coaches collect and keep readily available re-
cords of each athlete’s medical history provided by the athlete’s parents
or guardians (asthma; allergies; prior existing conditions, etc.).

The information in this chapter is not intended to replace a di-
agnosis from a trained medical professional; nor is it meant to
train coaches to implement medical treatment without quali-
fied medical advice.

When an Accident Occurs - Assessment

Accidents, by their nature, occur suddenly and, at least in the short run,
are unexpected. When confronted with such an event, the coach must
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FIGURE 1341

A crucial decision
during the as-
sessment stage is
whether an injury

is simple — and can
be treated by you
as the coach - or
serious and requires
calling for emergen-
cy medical profes-
sionals.
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be prepared to manage the emergency to eliminate or minimize the dan-
ger to all involved by following general procedures such as those out-
lined below. There are three general phases of which coaches responding
to an emergency should be aware.!

PHASE I—GENERAL ASSESSMENT OF THE SITUATION

The coach is most likely already at the scene and, thus, is often the first
person to attend to an injured athlete. An overall “sizing up” of the situ-
ation is essential before rendering aid. Has the competitive play or prac-
tice stopped? Are the injured athlete’s teammates and opponents being
supervised? Are the field conditions, such as slippery or rocky surfaces, of
concern when rendering care? Is the general area accessible to emergency
medical transportation? Did the injury happen where there is risk from
vehicular traffic, for instance with a cross country runner? Do circum-
stances pose a risk to the coach and others besides the injured athletes—
for instance with lightning or severe weather conditions? Is more than
one athlete injured and are some injuries more severe than others? All of
these can typically be assessed in the few seconds it takes for the coach
to approach the scene of the accident.

PHASE II—INITIAL ASSESSMENT OF THE INJURY

Once the scene is judged to be safe, the coach must immediately
determine if the situation is or is not life threatening. While this
judgment may have already been made during the general assessment, it
involves three distinct types of questions: a) What is the injury and what
signs tell you what is injured? Is there a deformity? Was there a collision?
If so, with what? Is the injury Simple or Serious (SOS)? (Figure 13.1) b)
What is the mental status of the injured athlete? Alert and responsive?
Slowed or painful responses? Unconscious or unresponsive to basic ques-
tions? If the athlete’s responses are slow, unresponsive or diminished in
any way, anticipate a serious, potentially life-threatening injury. ¢) Is the
athlete’s airway open and functioning? Is he breathing? Is there a pulse
indicating blood circulation? Check for these ABCs of basic first aid (Air-
ways, Breathing and Circulation). Should any of these be blocked or ab-
sent, be prepared to render life sustaining actions such as basic first aid,
CPR, or the use of a defibrillator. Initiate the call for professional medical
assistance immediately, should it be necessary.
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The term injury is typically used when damage to the athlete results
from a sudden or one-time incident while the term illness is generally
used to describe damage occurring from longer-term, repeated expo-
sures. If you are ever uncertain about the nature or extent of an injury,
you should assume it is serious and treat it as such. Table 13.1 lists com-
mon examples of life threatening or life altering injuries and illnesses.

TABLE 13.1 Examples of Serious Life Threatening or Life Altering
Injuries or llinesses

Concussion Hyperthermia (e.g., Heat Stroke;
Heat Exhaustion)

Severe Bleeding Hypothermia (e.g., Frostbite)

Inability to Breath Reactive Airway Disease (e.g.,
Asthma; Exercise Induced Asthma)

Shock Allergic Reactions (e.g., Insect
Bites/Stings; Foods)

Eye Injuries

Spinal Injuries

Injuries to Internal Organs
Commotio Cordis

Fracture with exposed bone

PHASE Ill—FOLLOW UP ASSESSMENT OF THE INJURY

Once an assessment has determined that the injury is non-life threat-
ening, the coach can turn to determining what type of treatment
is required, keeping in mind that the initial situation may quick-
ly become life-threatening because of shock, excessive bleeding or
other delayed reactions to the initial injury such as internal bleeding or
severe concussion.
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When injuries or illnesses are judged to be non-life threatening,
typically the athlete should be immobilized until the coach can check
for additional injuries. Continue to monitor the athlete for delayed reac-
tions, especially, but not limited to, potential concussions and/or shock.
Such delayed reactions can change the simple injury into a serious one.
In ambiguous situations, always choose to treat the injury as severe rather
than minor and follow the admonition “When in doubt, sit them out.”

TABLE 13.2 Examples of Simple Injuries or llinesses Requiring
Treatment But Unlikely to Be Life Threatening

I T
Minor Cuts/Wounds/Abrasions Respiratory Infections
Puncture Wounds (note: Skin Disorders
immediate attention is needed
if punctured by rusty object —
concern about tetanus — or if a
piece of glass, wood or other
object is embedded under skin)

Bruises Stomach Cramps
Nose Bleeds

“Wind Knocked-Out"”

Teeth Knocked Out

Muscle Cramps

Sprains, Strains and Fractures

Common Traumatic/Acute Injuries in Sport

What, where, when, to whom or how accidental injuries will occur in
sport is, almost by definition, unpredictable. That injuries will happen
across a number of players through an entire season for an entire sport
is predictable; and, thus, must be prepared for by coaches at all levels, in-
cluding recreational youth sport coaches. The information that follows is
for educational purposes only. Handling injuries requires not only infor-
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mation but also behavioral competencies obtainable primarily through
hands on training in first aid and CPR courses available through local
chapter of your Red Cross, local hospitals or local EMT training pro-
grams. All coaches are strongly urged to take such courses before ventur-
ing out on the athletic field with young athletes.

Concussions

Our understanding of concussions has improved dramatically over the
past two decades. A concussion is defined as a functional injury and is
“the period of neurological impairment ” that follows a blow or force to
the brain. It is more than a structural injury as had been previously sug-
gested by the outdated description that it was “a bruising of the brain.” It
is characterized by immediate, but usually temporary, impairment of
brain functions, such as thinking, vision, equilibrium, and conscious-
ness. This definition emphasizes that a concussion is a dynamic process
that continues long after the traumatic incident itself. While a concus-
sion often results from a blow to the head, even of moderate severity, a
concussion can also occur when the brain itself is simply whipped
around inside the skull stretching or breaking the tiny cells of the brain.
Thus, a concussion can occur even in the absence of a blow to the head.
The term concussion also refers to the period during which the brain is
attempting to recover from the effects of a blow or force rather than sim-
ply the single trauma event caused by that force. It is a cascade of physi-
ological events that occur after a sheering force has been applied to the
brain or brain stem. The myelin sheath (the fatty material encasing the
nerve axons) can be stretched or even broken resulting in a slowing or
complete blockage of nerve impulses. A concussion has been described as
a “‘neurometabolic cascade”of events that temporarily disrupts brain

* What is a “Neurometabolic Cascade”? Within a few minutes after a concussion, a
depolarization occurs -- a disruption of the normal electrical charge -- as electrically
charged chemicals (ions) begin to leak across the cell membrane upsetting the normal
electrical balance of the brain cells. This disruption is accompanied by a decrease in
blood flow resulting in a reduction of the brain’s primary source of energy — glucose.
Following the concussive event, the brain cells immediately attempt to restore their
normal electrical balance increasing the brain’s demand for energy. Thus, there is an
increase in energy demand coupled with a simultaneous decrease in accessible energy
resulting in a substantial mismatch between the brain’s need for energy and the
amount of energy available. The brain literally becomes exhausted. In addition, the
myelin sheath, the electrical insulation surrounding the brain cell, may be stretched
and/or broken resulting in disruption of the normal electrical messages sent along the

cell resulting in diminished cognitive abilities, i.e., the ability to think and process
Return to TOC
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FIGURE 13.2
Concussions are one
of the most serious
injuries in sports but
the signs are often
subtle rather than
obvious. With young
athletes, when in
doubt, sit them out!
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function.? It is accompanied by decreased blood flow to the brain and
thus less energy (glucose) just when the brain is attempting to use more
energy to restore normal functioning. The result is a dramatic mismatch
between the brain’s need for energy and the amount of energy available.
In its attempts to recover from the trauma of the concussion event, the
brain literally uses up most of the immediately available energy in the
cell and has reduced access to additional energy because of the reduced
blood flow. Thus, a concussion triggers a prolonged period of energy de-
pletion. The brain literally becomes exhausted for a period of time as it
attempts to recover from the traumatic incident, resulting in a 7-to-10-
day window of increased susceptibility to further trauma should a sec-
ond concussive event occur during that period. We now know that the
neurological consequences can worsen substantially if sufficient time to
heal is not permitted.*

Concussions are one of the most serious injuries in sport. They are
a silent, almost invisible injury, often displaying subtle rather than obvi-
ous symptoms. (Figure 13.2) CT scans and MRIs rarely show any struc-
tural damage.” Underreporting occurs because some athletes often chose
not to report the symptoms either because they believe they will be re-

* MRI = magnetic resonance imaging; CT = computerized tomography
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moved from competition or because of the misguided belief that playing
through an injury without complaint is a form of mental toughness.
In the not too distant past, it was quite common to describe a hard hit
resulting in a concussion as having “had your bell rung” with the expec-
tation that a tough athlete should merely shrug it off and play on. Such
a culture existed partially because of a lack of awareness that a concus-
sion is mild traumatic brain injury requiring immediate and sustained
medical treatment.

GREATER SUSCEPTIBILITY/RISK FOR YOUNG ATHLETES

Youth athletes are more susceptible to concussions than adults. The
highest incidence occurs in the youth populations. Compared to 20- to
24-year olds (5.2 concussions/1000 patients), the rate of such injuries is
tripled for 15- to 19-year-olds (16.5 concussions for every 1000 patients)
and doubled for 10- to 14-year-olds (10.5 concussions/1000 patients). The
greater susceptibility is even more dramatic when compared to 25- to
29 year olds (2.7/1000). Further, the incidence is on the rise. From 2007
to 2014, diagnosed concussions in the United States have increased by
143% for 10-to-14-year-olds and by 87% for 15- to 19-year-olds.’ These
dramatic increases may be because of greater awareness resulting in in-
creased reporting and increased diagnoses. The increase may also be re-
lated to higher participation rates and to a general growth in the overall
adolescent population in the United States.

Children and teens tend to have more severe symptoms which of-
ten last longer and sometimes even become permanent, ranging from
chronic headaches and dizziness to cognitive and intellectual problems
such as a lack of focus in the classroom.® Concussion rates appear to be
higher for girls than boys; and girls tend to take longer to fully recover
although the reasons for these differences are not entirely clear.” Most
adults recover back to how they typically function in 10-14 days; howev-
er, the recovery period for children is typically about four weeks.® Chil-
dren and adolescents who suffer a concussion are 4 to 6 times more likely
to experience a second concussion. In addition, the younger the athlete,
the less developed the brain; thus, an injury at an early age may stunt
or distort further brain development producing long-term unpredictable
consequences for cognitive development. There is also evidence that the
signs and symptoms of concussions are often delayed in children show-
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ing up days later than the symptoms reported by adults. The recovery
patterns of children also appear to differ from adults with children re-
porting feeling better rather quickly only to feel worse after several days.
Progressively worsening signs and symptoms are important warnings
that a concussion may be more serious than initially thought.

SECOND IMPACT SYNDROME (SIS)

Athletes who return to play before complete recovery from an initial
concussion are at high risk for a phenomenon known as second impact
syndrome (SIS). SIS occurs when a second concussion occurs before the
athlete has fully recovered from the first concussion. A primary charac-
teristic of SIS is dangerous brain swelling and bleeding that may require
surgery and can cause death or permanent disability. SIS can be avoided
by removing concussed athletes from practice or play until complete re-
covery has been determined by a qualified health-care professional who
has provided a note indicating that the athlete may return to play. Ado-
lescent athletes seem to be the most at risk to develop second-impact
syndrome, partially because their longer, delayed recovery periods in-
crease the time during which they are susceptible to SIS.

DIAGNOSING A CONCUSSION

Even healthcare professionals often have difficulty diagnosing concus-
sion because of its silent nature. It usually goes undetected by MRIs and
CT scans. There may or may not be any bruising or swelling. The misdi-
agnosed and, thus, untreated concussion may have long-term debilitat-
ing effects. The best predictor of the athlete’s speed of recovery is the
severity of the initial symptoms, especially memory loss

SIGNS VS. SYMPTOMS

Concussions are diagnosed using two types of clues: Signs and Symp-
toms. Signs are directly observable events seen by the coach or sport
medicine professional. Symptoms are sensations experienced and re-
ported by the athlete. Importantly, symptoms may have a delayed onset
with an athlete initially reporting “feeling fine.” Thus, if a concussion
is suspected, athletes should be monitored for at least a full day, if not
more, after an incident and encouraged to see a health care provider
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TABLE 13.3 Detecting Concussions’

Signs (Observed) Symptoms (Reported)

Appears dazed, stunned or
disoriented

Confused about assignment or
position

Forgets sports plays

Unsure of game, score, or
opponent

Moves clumsily

Can't answer or slow to answer
simple questions

Loss of consciousness (even
briefly)

Shows behavior or personality
changes

Behavior that is out of place

Can't recall events before or after
the hit or fall

Shows balance or coordination
problems

Shows irritability for little or no
reason

Increase or decrease in sleep
patterns

Vomiting (early on)
One pupil (the black part in the

middle of the eye) is larger than
the other

Return to TOC

Headache or “pressure” in head
that won't go away

Feels nauseous

Balance problems or dizziness

Double or fuzzy/blurry vision

Hypersensitivity to light and sound

Feels sad, depressed or anxious

Feeling sluggish, hazy, foggy, or
groggy

Concentration problems or
disoriented

Memory loss

Confusion

Does not “feel right”

Low energy level; Fatigue
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knowledgeable in the treatment of concussions. They should never be
left alone for prolonged periods of time during that monitoring period.
Self-reports are notoriously unreliable because:

1. Athletes may not recognize their symptoms or their seriousness.

2. Athletes may hide the symptoms to avoid being removed from
the game.

3. The symptoms, themselves, may have a delayed onset.

Preseason Baseline Testing

Because a concussion is a functional injury, not a specific event, baseline
testing of cognitive function is rapidly becoming the norm for assessing
the severity and the recovery from a concussion. However, because of
the difficulties of validating the results, especially with group testing,
the Berlin Consensus Statement of 2016 concluded that “Baseline test-
ing may be useful, but it is not necessary for interpreting post injury
scores.”!® And that baseline testing, while it might be helpful and provide
an additional educational opportunity, “...was not felt to be required as a
mandatory aspect of every assessment”!! at the youth sport level.

With the development of computerized tests!? requiring only 20 to
30 minutes of an athlete’s time, it is now possible to test athletes quickly
-- often entire teams at one sitting. These tests essentially measure brain
functions such as attention, memory, reaction time and concentration.
They can be compared to post-concussion test results to determine if
and when an athlete has returned to pre-concussion performance levels.
Such comparisons help identify subtle losses of brain function and can
pinpoint symptoms that the athletes may be reluctant to report — be-
cause of fear of lost playing time — or may not recognize — because of lack
of awareness.

The primary purpose of such baseline testing is to compare pre- vs.
post-test results to determine if and when an athlete has recovered suf-
ficiently to return to play. The results are not to determine how smart
an athlete is or to compare scores between different individuals to deter-
mine who is “doing better.” Athletes must be encouraged to do their best
on baseline testing to ensure a valid assessment of any performance loss
caused by a concussion. Lack of motivation concerning the importance
of the test, intentionally performing poorly to avoid results which might
slow return to play, or distractions during group testing may all invali-
date the results of any pre- or post-test comparisons and, thus, prevent
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even qualified medical personnel from making accurate assessments of
when an athlete is ready to return to play."?

TREATMENT

Regardless of the severity of the suspected concussion, youth sport coach-
es should treat any instance of suspected concussion seriously enough to
seek out qualified medical care.

If you suspect a concussion has occurred, you should:

1. Immediately remove the athlete from play; “When in doubt,
keep them out!”

2. If a neck or spinal injury is suspected, tell the injured athlete to
remain still while emergency medical help is sought. Avoid asking
the athlete to move their head from side to side to see if they are
OK. If a neck injury has been sustained, such movement could
result in permanent paralysis.

3. Send the athlete to a licensed medical professional for assessment
EVEN if the symptoms subside quickly or the symptoms do not
appear to be severe. Err on the side of caution when attempting
to decide whether to seek medical treatment. Coaches should not
attempt to judge the seriousness of the injury themselves. Seeking
assessment from a qualified medical professional does not mean
that an emergency medical squad needs to be called in every
case but rather that parents should be informed that a possible
concussion should be assessed by a qualified physician and that if
suspicion is high, a medical note to return to play should be sought.

4. The primary treatment for concussions, regardless of severity, is
rest -- lots of rest. While sitting out can be very frustrating for a
young athlete, it is absolutely essential when a concussion has been
diagnosed. The rest should be both physical and mental. Without
sufficient rest, symptoms may return and further brain injury
may occur. Remember, return to practice or competition should
never occur without the authorization of a qualified medical
professional. Sleep, contrary to conventional wisdom, is advisable.

5. Since athletes are more susceptible to concussions after having
had one, careful monitoring of a previously concussed athlete is
essential even after they have been cleared to return to play.

Return to TOC

299



300

Return to TOC

Chapter 13

6. Collect important information needed by health care professionals
for an accurate assessment: What caused the injury? Did the
athlete lose consciousness? If so, for how long? Was there any
memory loss immediately following the injury? Were there any
seizures immediately following the injury? Has the athlete had
any prior concussions?

7. Inform the athlete’s parents and give them sufficient information
about the concussion to ensure that they know the athlete
should be examined and monitored by a qualified health care
professional.

An athlete should never be permitted to return to play if any symp-
toms — however mild -- still exist. As simple as this guideline appears,
recognizing the presence of such symptoms may be difficult because ath-
letes may minimize symptoms in a misguided attempt to return to play
sooner than warranted or because they have not been taught the serious-
ness of such symptoms and the need to report them. A point that cannot
be stressed enough is that following a concussion, athletes should never
be permitted to practice or play without clearance by qualified medical
personnel.

RETURN TO PLAY (RTP) ISSUES

Allow the athlete to return to play ONLY after being cleared by a health
care professional who is knowledgeable in the latest protocols for concus-
sion evaluations.

To compound the problem, the prevailing attitude in sport to “play
tough” often results in an early return to play placing the athlete at seri-
ous risk of further brain injury, disability or death. A number of organi-
zations™ have developed return-to-play guidelines for athletes suspected
of sustaining or having sustained a concussion. Athletes shall not return
to play until they meet all the following criteria:

1. After removal of play, no return to play that day.

2. Medical evaluation to determine the presence or absence of a
concussion.

3. If diagnosed with a concussion, the athlete must complete a
minimum of one symptom-free week regardless of the number,
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type or severity of those symptoms before initiating a graduated
return-to-play exercise protocol.

4. The use of tools such as symptom checklists, baseline and balance
tests are suggested.

5. A typical protocol for exercise exertion is as follows:

a. Step 1: No physical or cognitive activity until all symptoms
cease. Symptom-free means symptoms are not masked by
medications for symptom resolution (e.g., headache free
without aspirin, ibuprofen, etc.)

b. Step 2: Light aerobic activity to increase heart rate but at a level
no higher than 70% of the athlete’s maximum target heart rate
which can be estimated by computing: HRmax = 220 minus the
athlete’s age. Avoid resistance training.

c. Step 3: Sport-specific exercises to add movement but avoid
head impact activities such as heading a soccer ball or tackling
in football.

d. Step 4: Noncontact training drills including progressive
resistance weight training with the objective to increase
exercise, coordination and cognitive load.

e. Step 5: Full-contact practice to restore player’s confidence and
permit assessment of functional skills by coaches (requires
medical clearance from a licensed medical professional)

f. Step 6: Normal game play; requires medical clearance.

6. If concussion symptoms do recur during any of these steps of
the exercise protocol, return the athlete to the previous level of
activity where no symptoms were observed, rest for 24 hours
before once again attempting the step where symptoms resurfaced.

7. If there is a re-occurrence of any post-concussion symptoms,
the athlete should be removed from any physical exertion and
returned to a licensed medical professional for re-evaluation.

SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS

Memory loss for events just prior to or after the concussion appears to be
a better predictor of the severity of a concussion than is loss of conscious-
ness. The Center for Disease Control warns that long-term effects from
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FIGURE 13.3
Minor scrapes and
abrasions often
need to be cleansed
of the dirt and
debris embedded
in the wound by
the friction which
caused the wound.
Initial bleeding
may actually help
cleanse the wound.
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concussions, particularly multiple concussions, can lead to long-term se-
rious disorders such as Alzheimer’s disease and Parkinson’s disease.

When players and parents perceive removal from play as a severe
penalty and they simultaneously underestimate the severity and long-
term consequences of a concussion, underreporting of symptoms is a
predictable response. Coaches and sport medicine professionals should
emphasize that the earlier athletes report a concussion, the sooner they
may return to play.

Since the state of Washington passed the first concussion legisla-
tion in 2009, every state in the nation has passed legislation concerning
concussion safety. A listing of each state and a description of that state’s
specific legislation is available.'® Laws which contain the following three
principles are generally considered effective:

1. Concussion awareness and educational mandates;
2. Mandatory removal from play following a suspected concussion;

3. Written medical clearance as a prerequisite for return to play.

Minor Bleeding/Cuts/Abrasions

Minor scrapes and abrasions are a part of virtually any sport with vigor-
ous physical activity. Abrasions are often described as brush burns and
are caused by friction against a rough surface such as dirt, grass, asphalt,
etc. Often the friction results in significant amounts of dirt and debris
becoming imbedded in the abrasion. (Figure 13.3)
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TREATMENT

The initial bleeding may actually be beneficial as it is likely to be helpful as
it acts to cleanse the abrasion. Bleeding can be controlled, almost regard-
less of the severity, by applying direct pressure on the wound itself, prefer-
ably with a cold compress or a gauze pad from your first aid kit. If gauze
is not available, terrycloth towels work almost as well. Both the applied
pressure and the gauze or terrycloth slow blood flow and promote clotting.

After the bleeding has been controlled, cleanse the abrasion with
mild soap and water, removing any foreign particles. Tweezers can be
used if needed but disinfect them first and avoid digging into the wound,
an action that can restart the bleeding and increase the likelihood of
bacterial infection. Wear the gloves typically found in a standard first
aid kit to avoid coming in contact with the blood. Apply antibiotic oint-
ment and cover with a bandage or gauze to keep the abrasion clean and
minimize the likelihood of bacterial infection. If the bleeding does not
stop within 10 to 15 minutes or is profuse, seek medical attention.

Most minor cuts, scrapes and abrasions heal within a week. During
that time monitor the wound for the development of possible infection.
Signs of infection include slow healing of the cut itself, swelling, redness
or red streaks surrounding the site of the wound, tenderness and pain to
the touch, and oozing or discharge of pus from the site.

Major Cuts/Wounds

If the cut is so deep (1/4 inch or more) that it appears to require stitches or
so large that it results in heavy, difficult to stop bleeding or has a foreign
object embedded within the wound, seek medical care. Deep puncture
wounds or abrasions involving rusty objects should be treated by medi-
cal professionals and a tetanus shot should be sought if immunizations
shots have not been updated within the last 5 years. Should the wound
be the result of a bite by either human or animal, medical assistance
is required.

TREATMENT

If the bleeding soaks through the gauze, simply add additional layers of
gauze. NEVER remove the initial layers because doing so disrupts the
initial clotting and can restart the bleeding.
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Tourniquet

The use of a tourniquet is, perhaps the most controversial topic in all
of first aid techniques. Tourniquets should be used only as a last resort
when the amount of blood loss is life threatening as may occur with a
partial or total amputation. They can lead to serious tissue damage, but
when loss of blood may result in loss of life, they may be necessary. A
tourniquet is a band that can be wrapped tightly around an arm or leg
to totally restrict blood flow to a serious wound on a person’s limb where
the bleeding is so profuse or the damage is so severe that simple pressure
is insufficient to control the bleeding. If the wound is below the elbow
or the knee, the tourniquet may need to be placed above the joint. If
possible, it should be approximately 1 to 2 inches wide. A narrower band
will cut into the skin creating additional injury. Unfortunately, the wider
the tourniquet, the more tightly it must be wrapped in order to stop the
bleeding. Place a strip of cloth between the wound and the rest of the
body. The band of cloth should be long enough to be wrapped around
the limb twice and to tie a knot with sufficient excess length to tie a stick
or other straight, rigid object above the knot to hold it in place. Twist
the stick until the tourniquet has been tightened sufficiently to stop the
bleeding. Tie the loose ends of the cloth around the stick to hold it in
place. Be certain that all bleeding has stopped because if the tourniquet
is too loose, arterial bleeding may not stop. Arterial blood flow (coming
from the heart) has significantly greater pressure than venous blood (re-
turning to the heart). Insufficient tightening may permit arterial bleed-
ing while stopping only venous bleeding. Never loosen the knot once
tied. Leave that task for qualified medical personnel. Make a note of the
time that the tourniquet was applied.

NOSE BLEEDS

A nose bleed is a common, but usually minor, injury often caused by a
direct blood to the nose or by the strain of overexertion. Have the athlete
sit in an erect position with the head turned toward the side of the bleed-
ing thereby confining the blood flow to one nostril and minimizing the
likelihood of blood draining backwards into the sinus cavity. DO NOT
have the athlete lean backward. Place a cold compress over the nose and
have the athlete apply pressure directly to the side of the nose where the
bleeding is occurring until the bleeding has stopped. Caution the athlete
not to blow the nose for at least two hours after the bleeding has stopped.
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BRUISES

Bruises, known as contusions, are indicated by “black and blue” discolor-
ation marks on the skin, often located slightly below the point at which a
blow to the area has caused blood cells to leak from broken blood vessels
under the skin. In sport, the blow can come from a fall or an external
object such as a baseball or lacrosse racquet. Although rare in children,
bruises that occur with an external impact can result from a bleeding dis-
order or because of a medication with a blood thinning effect. Parents of
children with such disorders or medication should inform the coach on
the child’s medical history form. The affected area is often tender to the
touch, painful at least at first, and often days after itches as the bruise heals.

Treat with a cold compress that is separated from the skin with a
cloth or elastic wrap. The cold tends to reduce swelling, combat pain and
facilitate healing by reducing blood flow to the area. With large bruises
elevate the body part when possible for the first 24 hours. Over the coun-
ter pain medications are appropriate but avoid aspirin because it tends to
slow clotting prolonging the initial bleeding. After 48 hours, apply warm
compresses for 10 minutes two or three times daily to increase blood flow
and healing.

BLOOD BORNE PATHOGENS® /STANDARD PRECAUTIONS"

Standard precautions guidelines recommend the use of gloves, masks
and protective eyewear and the proper disposal of contaminated waste
when an individual risks coming in contact with blood or body secre-
tions containing blood or blood elements to prevent the transmission
of disease via blood borne pathogens such as hepatitis™ and HIV/AIDS.™
Latex gloves tend to have the best fit but may produce an allergic reac-
tion in some users and, as a result, are not the best choice for a first aid
kit accessible to multiple users. Synthetic vinyl gloves are allergy free but
typically do not fit as well. Nitrile gloves, while more durable with a lon-

*Disease-causing microorganisms present in the human blood.

**Hepatitis is a swelling and/or inflammation of the liver caused by a virus. Hepatitis
A is the least serious and mildest form, usually self-correcting. Hepatitis B and C may
become chronic conditions resulting in cirrhosis (permanent scarring of the liver).
Hepatitis is the leading cause of liver cancer and the most common reason for liver
transplants. More than four million Americans have chronic hepatitis, most of whom
are unaware of their infection.

**HIV (the human immunodeficiency virus) is the virus that causes AIDS (acquired
immunodeficiency syndrome) which is a weakened immune status resulting in a lack of
defense against infectious diseases.
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ger shelf life are the most expensive. As a result, vinyl gloves are typically
the most popular choice for most first aid Kkits.

The risk of contracting various types of hepatitis HIV/AIDS duzr-

ing sporting events is quite low; nonetheless, procedures for preventing
blood-borne infectious diseases should be part of all Emergency Action
Plans. Transmission of these infectious agents can be limited by the use
of the following procedures:

1.

Any athlete who is bleeding, or has blood from himself or others
on the person or uniform should be removed from the playing
field until the bleeding has stopped and been cleaned from his
body and uniform. Extra uniforms should be an item in all
emergency kits wherever possible and practical.

Gloves (preferably vinyl — see above) should be worn when there is
a risk of touching blood or other body fluids, mucous membranes,
or open wounds.

Hands and other skin surfaces should be washed immediately and
thoroughly if contaminated with blood or other body fluids and
hands should be washed again immediately after the removal of
gloves.

All contaminated surfaces and equipment should be cleaned with
an appropriate disinfectant before resuming competition. Use
gloves while cleaning.

All bandages, gauze pads, towels or other first aid equipment
that has come in contact with blood or other body fluids should
be disposed of properly. Holding small items in the gloved hand
and removing the gloves inside out to enclose such items is a
convenient and acceptable way of storing the contaminants for a
short period until they can be properly discarded.

Although saliva is not known to transmit HIV infection, direct
mouth-to-mouth resuscitation is no longer recommended for
resuscitation.!®

Coaches with open sores, bleeding or oozing skin conditions
should refrain from providing direct athletic care until their
condition has been resolved.
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Shock

Shock occurs when the body’s vital functions are threatened by a lack of
blood or when major organs fail to receive sufficient oxygen. The main
signs of shock are low blood pressure, rapid, shallow breathing; cold, pale
skin; rapid, weak pulse; dizziness, fainting, or weakness. The athlete may
feel thirsty. Shock is life threatening and requires immediate medical at-
tention to be reversed. Do all you can on site to prevent it from worsening.

TREATMENT

Try to maintain an open airway, control any obvious bleeding and ele-
vate the legs about 12 inches above the heart unless the nature of the in-
jury prevents this. Keep them warm with blankets both over and under
the body and avoid giving them anything to eat or drink to minimize
the possibility of vomiting.

PREVENTION

Shock often occurs after an injury where blood loss is substantial. Pre-
venting the onset of shock involves the same procedures just listed above
used to treat shock.

“"Wind Knocked Out” (Solar Plexus Syndrome)

A frequent sport injury is a blow to abdomen or lower back compressing
the solar plexus, a network of nerves behind the stomach. It results in a
temporary injury known as “having the wind knocked out of you.” Its
primary characteristic is the inability to take a normal deep breath but
is also accompanied by pain, typically at the pit of the stomach, and
panic at not being able to take a deep breath. The blow compresses the
nerve plexus causing the diaphragm, a large dome-shaped muscle under
the lungs, to go into spasms. When operating normally, the diaphragm
permits breathing by pulling down under the lungs to facilitate inhaling
and then pushes up to facilitate exhaling.

TREATMENT

This disorder is normally self-correcting with the spasms disappearing
within a few minutes and breathing returning to normal. To facilitate re-
covery, have the athlete crouch forward with his/her knees bent while
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taking slow deep breathes — as opposed to the natural inclination to try
to breathe rapidly. Recovery longer than a few minutes suggests that there
may be problems other that the “wind being knocked out” such as a bro-
ken rib or a collapsed lung. If so, medical assistance should be sought.

Dislodged Tooth

A chipped tooth is not typically considered a medical emergency; how-
ever, a partially or totally dislodged tooth requires immediate action.
Mouth guards, especially those fitted individually to the young athlete,
are quite effective in preventing such injuries.

TREATMENT

A quick response can save a tooth even if it has been totally dislodged.
The sooner it is reinserted, the more likely it can be saved. Avoid touch-
ing the root of the tooth which most likely will still have live cells at-
tached that are needed to re-affix the root of the tooth back into the
gum. Handle the tooth only by the crown (the hard enamel surface seen
when the tooth is normally set in the gums). If the tooth is clean, re-
insert it immediately, making certain it is positioned normally. If the
tooth is dirty, rinse the surface gently (milk or saline is preferred to plain
water but speed is of the essence) to cleanse it but do not use a disinfec-
tant or scrub it because doing so may kill or dislodge the fragile cells sur-
rounding the root. Once the tooth is back in its normal position, have
the young athlete bite down gently on clean gauze or cloth and maintain
the bite to hold the tooth firmly in place until you can get your athlete
to a dentist who can secure the tooth to the teeth located on either side
of the dislodged tooth. The sooner the dentist can be reached and the
sooner the tooth can be re-inserted, the greater the probability that the
tooth can be saved.

If the tooth cannot be re-inserted, place the tooth in a cup of milk,
or a saline solution or in a commercially available “save a tooth” kit of-
ten found in your first kit and transport both the athlete and the tooth
immediately to a dentist or the emergency room at a local hospital. Milk
or saline are much superior to plain water at preserving the delicate cells
attached to the root. They keep the cells moist and alive longer greatly
increasing the chance of total recovery of the dislodged tooth.
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If the child is 6 or 7 years or younger and the dislodged tooth is
clearly a “baby” tooth (i.e., a temporary tooth) do not attempt to re-
insert the tooth. The adult tooth will ultimately replace the baby tooth
and re-in