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The Role of Parents in Athletics

The involvement of parents in the athletic experience of their chil-
drer is a given. Without question, all parents should be pari of this area
of growth in their children. Their involvement affects their own child,
the coach, the rest of the team, the other parents, and the officials. How

" they choose to be invoived is a choice they have. This booklet focuses
on the parent’s role from the perspective of the athlete. For more than
three decades 1 frequently aslced‘the players on my teams a series of
guestions about the role of adults in their experience. In this process,
learned many things that helped me as a coach, [ also learned many
things that young people would like to tell their parents but probably
never will. This booldet is one of my gifts back to three decades of great
young people on my teams,

One of the questions [ am asked frequently by coaches is, "how
much did kids change over the course of your coaching career?" My
response is always the same, "the athletes have changed very little, but
the parents have changed dramatically”. While some current parental
reactions can undoubtedly be traced to either the professional model of
sport, or the media, most problems with parents and sport are seif gener-
ated. As a result, too many households place an overemphasis en sports
at the expense of sportsmanship and support. The number of parents who
cross the appropriate line of support or enconragement to infolerable
interference has increased. In a similar display of misplaced priorities,
too many parents seem to be more concerned with attracting the atten-

" tion of college scouts than just enjoying their child's high school years
and letting their child's advancement to college take its own path. With
athletes focusing on a single sport year round {many at a very early age),
the pressure for success in that sport mounts, Parents ave making large
financial investmients in private tutors, conditioning coaches, and doiﬁg
whatever is necessary to give their kids the opportunity to participate on
“select" ont-of-season teams to ensure that their kid gets as much of an
advantage ns possible,

As the focus has shifted from playing for the school team {o being
part of an alt-star team outside of school, parents have become more and
more involved, Fven-within the school setting, athletes routinely transfer
to another school fo play with better players or to be part of a specific
program whete they will be move easily "seen". With loyalty ondy for
their own child, these shortsighted adults have been one of the main

causes of coaching turnover and bursiout.

When | have the opportunily to spealc at school parent's meetings, 1
amn not there fo represent the coaches or the administrators, bul rather the
athletes. 1o most instances invofving the sports arena, adulis are facilitn-
fors at best, and at worst, trespassers. [ have learned a preat deal about
my role as o coach and a father from these responses. For example, there
are some special things adulis can do to help young people enjoy their
athletic experience and help them {hrough this age. | have learned that
athietes want adulls to be part of the inherently fun aspects of sport.

Even today, most parents mean well, but may not be aware of how
they can meaningfully help the athletes reach their goals and improve
performance. If handled correctly, with both parent and coach working
topether for the benefil of the athlete, the athletic experience can provide
a tremendous positive develdpmental encounter for the participants. In

* order to ensure that the athletic experiece is, indeed, positive, everyone

in the process (coaches and parents alike) must always remember thal
the kids needs must come first, What I am going to suggest works, bene-
fits them, and most of alt, has credibility, because it came from them. So
if you find yourself disagreeing with some of this thinking, please give
yourself a day or so and think about it from the perspectives and age of
the athlete. .

As a rule, when parents start a young child out athletically, it is a
"joint venture.” The general feeling among most parents is that they are
experiencing theiv child's athletic experience with them. In twrn they
have a requirement to be involved. In the process, athletics becomes o
tink with their chifdren...an enhanced level of comimunication... some-

. thing that is shared. Another factor that impacts on the situation is the

fact that when children are under the age ol ten, their main goal is usual-
ly to please their parents. The parent is always a eredible source of
knowledpe. Everything the parents say is right, a scenario most parents
like. To the dismay (and shock) of many parents, a number of things
change as the athlete enters adolescence. As such, learning when and
how 1o diminish the parent's involvement becoimes an issue for both par-
ties. o ‘

As kids grow older and more independent, parents need (o realize
that they need o stay close, but focus on their kids needs. Especially in
athletics, this is a time for kids. Parents and coaches constantly send
powerful messages to athletes, and thase messages should not conflict.
Since 70% of all young people are done competing in a tean sport activ-



ity by the age of twelve, it becomes even more iinportant that a child's
parents, as early as possible, do what they can to facijitate his growth,
help his performance and keep their own proper perspective. With regard
to ths role of patents in athletics, the following are some of the things
that I learned from having my-athletes write answers to questions [
posed to them. In over thirty years of coaching, I askéd questions of my
athletes and heard the same responses, regardless of age, gender or sport.

These suggestions reflect the athlete's point of view. The issues cov-
ered focus on three important times, before, during and after competi-
lion. :

Before the First Game

As the season begins, parents are encouraged lo ask themselves the
following questions: -
« Do you want them to play? If so, why? -
« What will be a successful season for you as a parent?
« What are your goals for them? ‘
+ What do you hope they pain from the experience?
» What do you think theit role will be on this team?

After the parents have answered these questions for themselves, they
should remember their answers, and thien when they have some quiet,
wninterrupted time, ask their son or daughter the following questions:

« Why are you playing?

+ What is a successful season? -

+ What goals do you have? o SR
* What do you think your role will be on the team?

. When-their child responds, the parents should just listen without
“talking. Once the patents have heard their kid's answers and compared
them {o lheir own responses, if both sets of expectations are the same,
great, On the other hand, if the parent's responses ate different from their

children's, the kids need their parents to change their attitudes and accept |

theirs, No questions. . - .
When differences ocour, and the parent does not drop their expecta-

lions, Uiis is where trouble can begin for the athlete. For example, if the

reason a person's sou or daughter gives for playing is as most young

people § have coached, it will usually have something to do with "tun,
joy, loving the game." If the parent's goals are something other than thal,
a conflict will eventually arise. 1f the parent renson’s for why their child

" is participating in athietics involves the perceplion that the young athlete

wit} eventually "gel a coilege scholarship,” two completely different sets
of expectations cxist, The resultant pressure thal will undoubtediy avise
wiil not help the player's pevfermance or malke the season enjoyable (or
anyone involved (player, parent or coach). -
Many athletes consistently relate theic feelings that their parents do |
not understand: their roles, and almost always feel that their role is larger
than what the atblete knows il to be. This situation often turns into frus-
tration and second-guessing, and frequently puts the athlele in the middie

- between coach and parent, in a position where the athiete can ouly lose.

Only ane guarantee exists during 2 normal athletic season; it will not
be "perfect”. Even without disagreements between parents, playets and
coaches, problems will always ocour with refationships, playing time,
individua! tnd team success. Before these limes happen, it is essential
that both players and pareuts have a mulual perspective on everyone's
expectations concerning Uhe child's athletic experience,

‘The next step that needs to be undertaken early in the season is for
the parent to "relense” their son or daughter lo the game and to the
coach, This recommendation is based on {eedback from parents and ath-
letes who have experienced the most athletic success. Parents should
always stay close to the situation and get to know their child's coach,
especially if their child is young. Parents should be fully aware of who 1
in their child's life. Onco pavents are not oveily concerned for their
child's physical and emotional safety, one of the best gifls they cau give
their chiidren is to release them to this activity. As such, dusing the seu-
son, parents must share their child with the coach and the team. The eur-
lier it their child's career they are ablé to do this, the better it is for their
childsen's development and growth. If a parent fecls the necd to lalle to a
coach about a problem, he should call and allow the coach to choose an
appropriate lime and place with regard to such problems; some coacerns
are appropriate while others are not.

Among the concerns that are appropriate for a parent Lo discuss with
their child's coach are: : R

- Mental and physical treatment of your child
+ Ways to help your child improve



» Concerns about your child's behavior .
Inappropriate areas of concemn that a parent shonid not discuss with theiv
child's coaches include; :

. Playing time

« Team strategy or play calling

« Other tearn members

By releasing their young athlete to {he game and coach, the parents
are telling their children that all successes are theirs, all failures are
theirs, and all problems are theirs. There are not many places in a young
person's life where iheir parents can say, "this is your thing." This can't
be done with friends, academics, decisions on weekends, or even
movies, but it can be done in athletics, )

The dilemma for most adults is that it is easy for them to sce "solu-
tions" in athletic situations and it is too painful for adults to et their ¢hil-

dren find their own solutions. On the other hand, it is both necessary and

Lelpful to allow children to work {heir own way out of troubling dilem-
inas. Athletics is one of the best places for young people to take risks
- and to fail. Is there a better place for a kid to talke o chance and fail than
on the conrt or field? Understandably, parents do not want their kids to
~ take yisks with cars, drags, or sexually. On the other hand, no downside
exists for allowing a young athlete to take a risk and fail in a game or
" practice. If young athletes are going to develop into intelligent, instinc-
tive individuals, it is critical that they are given the opportunity to solve
their own problems during games. It is more fun for them, and they have
" an enhanced chance to grow in a meaningful way. '
Parents should consider the following “red flags” that indicate that
ihey have not released their young athlete to the game:
» A parent who is continuing to live his own personal athletic .
dreamn through his ehild has not released his child to the game.
As a child climbs the competitive ladder of athletics, the parent
rust conscionsly separate his dreams from the equation.
« If a parent tends 1o share in the credii when the child has done
Cwall in spoit or has been victotious, MY taught her how to shaot
that three-pointer” and "1 showed him that curve-ball” are exam-

ples of sharing tie credit. When astced who does (is the most,
athletes typicatty respond that it is theiv fathers. .

. Another red flag is when a parent finds himself trying to solve all
of his child's athletic rélated problems. (Let's. get everyone

[OgETNEr ANa TRIK (NS OUT” OF "L JUst Cilly U1E COUCH afll SUIVE
this.") Young people may laugh and say, “that's my mom." On
one hand, it is only natural for a parent to attempt to steer his -
child through the rough spols in life in order to enhance the
child's enjoyment of the athletic gxperience. But, athletics offers
an excetlent opportunity to atlow kids to learn to solve their own
problems. It is alyight for parents to 1each their child how to talk

- {o teammates or the coach as an autherity-figure, but they should
let their child take responsibility for the actions involved in solv-
ing problems.

» If a parent is trying to continue to coach his child when the ath-
lete probubly knows more about the game than the pavent does,
he has not released the young athiete.

+ A pasent should vealize that he is taking everything 100 seriously
and has not released his child to the activity when:

- He is nervous before his child's gamme

. He has a difficuit time bonneing back after his child's team
suffers a defeat

- He makes mental notes duting a game so he can give his
child advice at the conclusion of the game

- He becomes verbally eritical of an official

. Another red lag that is often seen concerning pavents with inap-
propriate expectations occurs when athletes avoid their parents
after pames or are embarrassed about {heir parent's involvement.
All of these signals indicate that the child's athletic experience is
still shared, and the child needs more space.

Parents should understand and accept the fact that there will never be
sueh a thing as a “pesfect season” and all parental assistance involves
decisions with a very fine line of judgment.



During the Game
"Yoring people need models not critics" - John Wooden
g peop { &

Athletes ask that their parents only do three things during the game.
On one hand, the list is not too long. On the other hand, adhering to the
list is very difﬁcuit for most parents because of the emotions involved,
when their child is "on stage"..-

- In order to help performance (both the alhlete s and their teammates),
the single most important contribution a parent can make during a gawe -
. is to model appropriate behavior. What athletes need their parents to

model more than anything else is poise and confidence. If parents expect

their children to react to the ups and downs invelved in a game with
poise, then they must model it. Tt is OK to be excited and encouraging,
but if parents want their children to face adversity with self-assurance,-
then they need to be able to do the same thmg Parents should remember
the old maxim:."A child that lives with praise learns to feel good about
himself and learns to prajse.” Children will take their cues from adults
{particulacly their parents), If an athlete looks at his parents during the
game, would he draw’ confidence, assurance and poise from what he -
saw? First of all, the athlete should not be looking at his parents during a
game, he should be focusing on playmg If he is looking to his parents
for cithei approval or out of feay, it is another red flag that the parents
are too involved and have not released their child to the game.

The second respons;blhty that athletes state that they need their pac-
ents to do duriog the game is to focus on the team. and the leam's goals.
For the coach, a team is like a family, and lhe players are atl "his kids."
By focusing on the team, the adulis not only get the atlention off of their
individual child, bul also off all the thmgs that are not in the parents con-
trol (e.g. the score, the referees, the opponents, coaching, and playing
conditions). When parents focus on those things beyoud Lheir control, it
only provides a crutch and helps to build in excuses, which in reality
makes the adult a cenﬁdcnce cutter :

The third thing that kids need during the game is to have only one
instructional voice offering advice. That voiceshould be the coach's. If a
parent does not believe unwanted advice is a negaiwe faclor, he shouid
go lo a ten- yem olds soccer game whelc he does not have emotional

involvement and watch and listen as if be were a player on the field.

There are only four roles during a game: spectator, compelitor, ofli-
cial, and coach. Everyone involved in athletics would be wise to choose
only one of those roles to try to fulfill. If a parent finds himself having
difficuity dealing with officiating, he should remember that the officials
are there to be in charge of the game, make subjective judgments,
enforce the rules and controt play. Every parent should remember that he
does not have the right to interact with a game official. When a parent
criticizes a referes, he is teaching his children that it is O to challenge
authority. Some adults have. the false impression that by being in a
crowd, they become anonymous. People behaving peorly cannot hide. A
tickel 1o a high school game is not a license {o verbally abuse others or
be obnoxious.

Every sport requires different skills to play and to be a good encour-
ager. Anong the factors that determine (he degree of difficuity that a
parett may have in acting approgriately when his child engages in a pac-
ticular spott ate the adult's physical distance from the game, and how
much subjective judgment is involved by coaches and referees. The clos-
er the parents are in proximity, the more difficult it is to watch and keep
everything in perspective. Sitting fifty yards away in the football stands
is much easier for example, than being twenty feet away trom home
plate in softball.

Judgment is invoived in every sport, but not nearly as much in an
objective sport, like swinuning or track, than in basketball where'every
referce's whistle could go either way and substitutions by coaches ate
frequent. Each referee's whistle and every coach's substitution can be
questioned by ahyone in attendance thereby making it more ditficult for
an adult with emotional ties to the contest to remain poised and encour-
aging. Almost all parents believe that their child should play more or
have a bigger role on the team. As such, it is very difficult for parents to
be objective. Coaches, on the other hand, can be objective.

Another factor that makes a pareir's lask even maore difficuly, is the
soloist or spotlight elements of some sports. Gymnastics and weestling
are sports where the spectators are close.to the action. In spoits such as
these, lots of subjective judgment exists. Because athletes are in a spot-
light, some very difficult times are created for the parents. As the adults,

. parents need to eatn lo watch whatever sport their children have chosen

to play and provide what they need most.



On one hand, if parents are able to act appropriately, players indicals
that they love to have them present at their games. On the other hand, if
parents cannot adhere o reasonable standards of behavior concerning
modeling poise and confidence, many athletes state that all factors con-
sidered, they would rather have their parents stay home.

After the Game

In my coaching career, [ always tried to ask my athletes a series of
questions when they were leaving my program: For example, they were
asked to look back over alf the years they played and identify the most
enjoyable part of the whale experience (best memory), and the least
favorable part of the whole experience {worst memary). For adults, the
hardest time of their child's athletic experience often ocours during the
game, For athletes, however, games reprcsént reward (practice is over,
and they get to play). When it comes to recalling their least-enjoyable
memory, many athletes will name "after the game" and often specifteally
“after the game in the car with parents.” This situation is often when the

“most confidence cutiing, confrontation, and confusion occurs for the ath-
tete, Unfortunatety, some high schoot athletes do not want to go horne
after the game because {hey do not want to face the questioning or criti-
cism. What they need most at these 1img55 is not another coach, but a-par-
ent, (i.e. "“just be my Dad").

 Forhmately, such a situation does not defy a meaningful solution. As
such, in order to help establish a more wholesome atmosphere after the
game, most athletes desperately want their parents to give them fime and
space at the end of a ganie, ' )
All parents hope that their children can grow up to have healthy rela-
tionships: Athletics is one of the best places in a young person’s life to
practice relationship building. Given the nature of sports, athletes rely on

_ relationships to succeed in tenm sports, They need to have confident,

meaningful relationships with their teamymates and coaches, YeCin the

_car after the game, a single comment like, "why does Sally get afl the

shots?" may mean to the adult, "1 thinl you are a good shooter too," but
is inlerpreted by the athlete to be, "Sally is a ball hog". Questioning
remarks like, "Why does coach play a zone?, Why don't you guys throw
the ball deep instead of running on first down?; Why does the conch
have your first baseman playing so close?" may be intended by a parent
to have his son or daughier see him as an ally or sharing inferest in the
spart, but is often interpreted by that athlete to say "coach doesn't know
what he is doing." Athletes do not need adults to question their actions,
ihe aciions of other players, or the coach's decisions concerning strategy
or playing time, ' '
Parents should ask themselves if they can be a source of canfidence

and help build refationships on the team under the following conditions:

» When their child played well, but the team fost?

- When their ehild played poorly? ‘

« When their child played very little or did not play at atl?

In each of these scenarios, parents shouid pive their chiidren the
space and time they need to recover. The more compelitive the athlete
and the more-competitive lhe sport, the more time and space players
need. Parents should leave them alone until they are receptive to interac-
tion 'with them, Then when they do come to them, parents should give
them quiet understanding, be a reflective lisiener and bring them back to
the bigger perspective. The athlete often resents uninvited conversations
that occur after the game. Instead of bringing the parent and athlete clos-
er, players often clam up and send the message, "I don't want to talle .
about it now." Parents shouid keep their corrections and criticisms in
check and 18t their child bring the game to them if they want to. Good-

athletes learn better when they seek their own answers, The onfy time

parents should initiate the conversation in this situation is when their
child may have exhibited a behavior in the game that would not be
acceptable at home (i.e. profanity, disyespect of authority, etc.). Bven
then, parents should chose their comments and timing carefully, being
aware of the emotions of the moment. When coalronting a behavior that
would not be acceptable in their home, pavents should discuss itasa par-
ent to child, hot a parent to athlete. One comment from a parent that can
always be sincerely said and received by any athlete is, "1 love watching
you play”. '



Many young athletes often md:cate that conversations with their pa-
ents after a game have somehow made them feel as if their value as a
person was somehow tied to playing time or winuing or losing athletic
contests. Almost without exception, it is unlikely that the parents of
those kids had any intention of giving that iinpression. Yet in a simple
conversation following a game, a pavent can send thal exact message.
When asked what was said or done to make the athlete feel that way,

" many players indicated that their parents responses were often as simple
as, "my dad always seems happier when we win," or "my parenls are
always a lot more quiet when I don't play much," or "wheu we lose, my
dad tells me all the things I did wrong." In reality, these are just percep-
tions of the words or actions of a probably well-meaning adult who may
actually have been trying to support or connect, with his child, but just
wasn't sure how to do jt.

Sunnnary Poiuts

Players Role:

+ Play the pame for fun

* Be gracious when you win and gracelul when you lose

* Respect and abide by the rules of the game

« Put the team ahead of yoursel{ in every situation

» Accept desisions made by those in authority

+ Demonstrate respect to your opponents, coaches, and teamimates

+ Be accountable tor your own actions

+ Develop a teachable spirit that atlows you to take correction as a
compliment
- Accept and embrace the discipline involved in athetics, because
it benefits the team

+ Develop the feeling of pride, based upon shared joy" of the
team, and do not have pride that emanates frot ATOgANGE Of &
sense of entitlement.
* Be an athlete of character

Coach’s Role:

« Coach for the love of the game and the love of the athlete

+ Put the welfare of your athletes above winning

« Accept and abide by the judgment of the officials and rufes of
the pame as "mutual agreements” required to play within the
spirit of the game ‘

+ Rewaud effort and behavior and not outcome

» Give dignity to mistakes made with full speed and altention

» Lead with character and by example

» Put the needs of the team ahead of any individual

+ Constantly work to improve your knowledge and ability to teach
the game and the athletes

» Be willing to confront incotrect behavior or less than an all-out
efiurt .
« Encourage mujtipte-sport par llC]p"lthﬂ

-+ Keep the game simple and fon

- Be willing to work with parents for the benefit of the individual
athlete

» Develop a posilive-demanding co*u.h:n;:, Sl‘)'le



Parents Role:

"« Attend as many games as possible

» Be a model, not a crific; model appropriate behavier, poise, and
confidence ' .

. Attend preseason team meetings ,

» Do everything possible to malke the athletic experience positive
for your child and others

« View the game with team goals in mind

» Attempt to relieve competitive pressure, not increase it

- « Bncourage multipte-sport paticipation
- » Release your children to the coach and the team

+ Look upon opponents as friends involved in the same experience

« Accept the judgment of the officials and coaches; remain in control

+ Accept the results of each game; do not make excuses

« Demonstrate winning and losing with dignity

» Dignify mistakes made by athletes who are giving their best
effort and concentration

« Be an éncourager - encourage athletes to keep their perspective
in both viclory and defeat

» Be a good listener

_ + Accept the goals, roles, and achievements of your child

All aduits involved need to do their part and provide the athlete with

the help and assistance he really needs to perform well, As such, parents
" need to address the-following critical issues: ’

+ Ask their children questions about why they play, what their
goals and roles are, and then accept young athletes' reasons as
their own. ’ - '

« Onee parents know their children are safe physically and emo-
tionally, they should release them to the experience {the game,

' the team and the coach). : )

" During the game, parents should model poise and confidence and
keep their focus on the team. :

. After the pame, parents should give their children space and time
and leave them alone. T

. Parents showld be a confidence builder by maintaining a consis-
tent perspective and not saying or doing anything that will have
their children feel like their self-worth is somehow tied to play-

ing time or oufcome of a game.

When parents stop and analyze the athletic experience for their chil-
dren, the reasons (they want our kids {o play sporls involve providing an
opportunity to develop physically, emotionally and to enjoy. The side-

benefits of playing sports include that kids are given a good opporlunity

“to tearn how to work and get along with others, to take pood risks in a

public arena and survive, tolearn to set and achieve goals by developing
positive worl habits, to learn how fo suceeed and fail with dignity, and
to develop friendships outside the family unit that can fast for a lifetime.
Reélatively speaking, being an athléte in school lasts such a short _
time. Parents need to be the individual who see the big picture-and bring
their children baclc to reality when necessary, If young peoplie are malk-
ing good decisions about drugs, friends and academics, then sports are
just dessert. On the other hand, if a child is not making pood decisions
about those kinds of things, no amount of athietic success by » young
athlete witl justify a parent to overlool his child's other choices, All a
parents' icids are asking them to do is (o be part of their positive athlelic
memories, ‘
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