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In over two decades of coaching athletes I have had the
pleasure of seeing some of my junior athletes make it all the
way to the professional level. Along the way I have developed
a somewhat global perspective on what it takes to go from this
point A to the very distant point B. I worked with some
wonderful parents that contributed greatly to their child’s
successes. But I unfortunately witnessed more parents,
sometime unwittingly and always with the best intentions,
sabotage their child’s athletic future. If they had just
heeded a few simple rules, or examined a few of their motives,
not only would their child been a better athlete, they would
have been a better competitor, happier, and healthier child.

If you are find yourself excited at the potential of your
child’s athletic career, I invite you take an objective look
within. And if you catch yourself doing any of the three
following things, I can all but guarantee your child will not
end up where you believe they will.

1. Imposing your own ambitions upon your child. I find it
interesting that some of the most accomplished athletes
I have known are not the overbearing parents you might
expect when it comes to athletics. In fact they may
take a somewhat laisez faire attitude towards their
young children’s athleticism. My personal opinion 1is
that these parents have a greater understanding of the
developmental process. Laying the foundation, learning
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the skill sets, and graciously handling the pitfalls
competition are put above awards and accolades. They
are intimately familiar with the long timeline and
sacrifices required to get to the top of a sport, and
even the odds of getting there. They tend to be more
respectful towards the coaches and patient with the
coaching process. They in short have gained a
perspective most of us do not possess.

Parents that have not experienced competition simply never
developed the mental skills sets required of an athlete. They
may be experiencing athletic competition for the first time
through the prism of their child; which can be a very slippery
slope. Others believe their child represents a “second
chance” at righting the wrongs of their not so illustrious
athletic past. At any rate the most important thing to
understand is that a pre-adolescent child has three basic
motivations for participating in a sport: to have fun, to
socialize, and to please their parents. Too many children end
up just doing the later, and that almost never works for long.
These kids seldom last in a sport to high level competition,
and may even end up quitting their sport, after years of
development, because it is an convenient way to rebel against
a parent. Post- competition, often the first words I hear
from parents are evaluative or criticizing when they should be
simply “did you have fun today?”

2. Over-specializing too early. I once consulted with a
somewhat anxious dad regarding his injured daughters
training. The doctor had advised three weeks off of
training to allow her injury to heal, but he felt this
was too conservative and that his daughter would give up
too much ground by taking this time off. She was NINE
years old by the way. Obviously he had his own agenda in
mind and not his daughters best interest. I seriously
doubted that she would still be competing in her sport
at twelve.



There has been an astounding rise in orthopedic injuries among
children in the last decade. This corresponds with the rise
in early single sport specialization. Kids are training too
hard, too often, too repetitively and way too early without a
proper foundation. Training and coaching programs have
capitalized on this, often ignoring orthopedic guidelines for
training children in favor or showing early results to the
parents. Children do not have a stable enough platform to put
high volume training upon, especially during growth phases.
Injuries to growth plates, vertebral discs, meniscus tears,
and tendon/ligament strain can 1leave a child with
permanent damage. The body is not designed to repeat specific
movements over and over, especially at an early age. We are
designed for multi-planer movements which is more akin to
“going outside and playing” vs. training. If you really want
to develop an athlete from a young age you do just that-
develop them. You develop skill sets and general
coordination, strength, and agility that is age appropriate.
A good coach/parent should be charting growth phases and
adjusting training load accordingly, monitoring rest and
recovery, teaching and dimposing proper nutrition, and
developing mental skill sets. Yet these equally important
areas of opportunity are often neglected. The bottom line 1is
that if your child is getting chronically injured, or even if
their team mates are sustaining a high level of overuse
injuries, the coaching and training system is failing your
child no matter how well their top athletes are performing.

3. Focusing on a Single Sport. It is somewhat logical to
believe that the more time spent training a sport the
better an athlete will become over time. And no doubt
the occasional Tiger Woods comes along. But this
mentality more often leaves multiples of young athletes
broken down on the side of the road. Developing an
athlete is like unlocking a door. You must have exactly
the right key, that engages all the tumblers of the
lock, to open the door. Training is just one of the



tumblers- not the key.

A child will not self-actualize in a sport until adolescence
as I mentioned above. In order to find out what they are
really good at, really enjoy, and really want to succeed at
they must try a number of things. This is good, this 1is
healthy, and it keeps them from burning out in a single sport.
But too many parents see a bit of talent of aptitude and want
to call it their child’s “sport.” Participating in multiple
sports or activities may even help prevent the injuries
associated with over-specialization. You should be asking
your child if they want to try different sports, or even
gently prodding them to do so. Over time they can narrow
their focus. Joining the traveling soccer team at an early
age may keep your child from finding out that they were more
talented at (and passionate about) baseball.

If your child is under the age of twelve, and you find
yourself on the sideline with the words “champion,”
“scholarship,” and “phenom” swirling around your head you
likely need a perspective check. One of the hardest lessons
you will have to learn is that at some point they will get to
decide if they want to continue in a sport. And there will be
nothing you can do to make them compete if they no longer have
the will or desire. It is a simple fact that all your hours in
the car, thousands paid out for coaching, and years spent
attending games and practices will 1likely, statistically,
lead- nowhere. But that is not to say that they will get
value out of the experience of competition. Sport can bring
out the best (and sometimes the worst) in both athlete and
parent alike. The values taught and gained on the athletic
field will be far more valuable than any award; values such as
sportsmanship, honor, integrity, fitness, hard work, and team
work. Your relationship that you develop around your child’s
competition will have a huge impact on their future. The
decisions you make as a parent will have a tremendous effect
not only on your child’s athletic development, but their



health, well being, and ethics. Choose wisely.
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