PARENTS’ CORNER

“Is your child-athlete burnt out? If so, what should you do about it?”

 

Let’s start off with the proper perspective here: Why should your child-athlete participate in his/her sport? What function should it play in your son or daughter’s life? Maintaining a healthy perspective of why your child competes will always help you make good decisions in relation to his/her sport and happiness and well-being while playing it.

 

So why exactly should your child participate? There could be tons of good reasons: He loves the sport. She has fun in practice and likes hanging with her friends. He wants to make the varsity squad. She wants to get her Triple A cuts. He would like to play in college, maybe even get a scholarship. She wants to go to the Olympics, Etc.

 

Simply put, your child-athlete should play for any number of reasons, all of which revolve around what he/she wants. The most important perspective a parent can have about their son or daughter’s sport is that the activity belongs totally to the child and that its’ main purpose is for socialization, learning and, most important, fun. It’s the FUN in the sport that is the glue which keeps your child coming back for more. It’s the FUN which will enable your child-athlete to learn faster and perform better. When your child stops having fun, problems will usually follow.

 

Keeping this perspective in mind, parents can then understand the peripheral, support role that they must play in order for their child to have a healthy and happy sports experience. Parents must make the sport possible financially and logistically for their child. They must get the child to and from practices and games. They must pay the necessary fees for coaching and equipment. When requested, they should volunteer to help out the program and/or the coach. They should make it easy for their child to participate. They should monitor their child’s eating and sleeping, schoolwork, behaviors and other important aspects of their life so that the sport fits in comfortably without interfering with all of these other crucial components of the child’s life.

 

However, through this parental management, moms and dads must understand that their role does not involve supervising their child’s practicing, critiquing the child’s practices and performances, forcing extra unwanted training on the child, or, to sum, intrusively micro-managing every aspect of their child’s sport. It’s not the parent’s job to serve as the main source of motivation for their child or to force what they think their child’s goals should be onto him/her. Your child’s goals should come NOT from you but from them.

 

It’s from this perspective that the main purpose of the sport is to provide fun and learning for the child that a parent is in the best position to closely monitor whether their child is a candidate for burnout. When parents or coaches deviate from understanding the true purpose of youth sports, when they instead let their competitive or ego needs get in the way of the child-athlete’s learning and experience, then problems and unhappiness ensue. An example:

 

Yesterday I got a concerned email from a father of a 10 year old lacrosse player. The boy absolutely loved the sport, had been playing for almost 5 years, but was suddenly having problems playing relaxed and aggressive during his games. The problems stemmed from a game much earlier in the season in which the boy made a mistake and was immediately benched by his coach. For the remainder of the season, the coach kept the boy off the field except for one or two minutes a game. Naturally the young athlete was totally devastated by the coach’s refusal to play him. Those times that boy was put in, he was so preoccupied with not making mistakes that he was virtually paralyzed on the field.

 

Why would a coach bench a 10 year old for making a mistake and then refuse to give him only one or two minutes a game the rest of the season? The answer to me is obvious. This coach has his priorities totally screwed up. He is not focused on his young athletes’ experiences and feelings, but selfishly on his own. He does not really care about teaching the game to these kids, he cares about winning. Let me state the obvious: 10 year olds are NOT collegiate or professional athletes. 10 year olds are little boys and girls who are just learning the game and, as such, are quite vulnerable both emotionally and psychologically. Like everyone else, little boys learn by making mistakes. You can’t do it any other way. What kind of a lesson is this coach teaching this young boy? That making mistakes is NOT part of the learning process? That failure is unacceptable? That winning is the most important thing? Whatever lessons he’s teaching, the end product of them is emotionally crippling this little boy.

 

When parents or coaches lose their perspective in this way and substitute the goal of winning in place of the child’s learning, growth and happiness, then the child-athlete becomes a youth sport casualty. If the situation continues, this little boy will soon burn out of lacrosse unless his coach miraculously changes his policies/attitudes or his dad finds him a healthier learning and playing environment. The really sad thing about a story like this is that the 10 year olds experiences may possibly end up coloring how he feels about himself in other sports.

 

As a parent, how do you know if your child-athlete is at risk for burnout? An easy litmus test for you is to closely monitor their enjoyment of the sport. Are they having fun? Do they look forward to going to practice and games/competitions? Are they still passionate about the sport? Does practicing and playing bring them happiness and make them feel good about themselves. Usually when your child is having fun and loves what he/she is doing, then they are in no danger whatsoever to burn out.

 

You only need to be concerned when their answers to a lot of the above questions are in the negative. If they hate going to practice, if they continually come away from their games miserable and unhappy, if they continuously question why they’re even bothering playing, if they always seem to have sudden, mysterious physical reasons why they can’t play today, if they regularly try to pick fights with you around the sport, if they bitterly complain about the coach, if they are getting sick more than usual, if they don’t seem like their usual self anymore, if they seem more depressed, then chances are pretty good that your child is at risk of burning out.

 

So now what?

 

First off, sit down with your son/daughter and ask what is going on for him/her. i.e., “How are you feeling about the sport lately? You don’t seem so happy anymore. You seem to have lost your fire, your motivation. What do you think is going on? Are you feeling like you need to take a vacation from it?” After asking these kinds of questions you want to quietly sit back and listen very carefully. Set aside your needs and interests and simply listen to what your child is telling you. While they are talking to you, don’t try to figure out ways to fix the problem and keep your child in the sport. JUST LISTEN.

 

It may be that they need a physical break from the sport. With all of the pressure to specialize in one sport and play that sport almost year round, many kids don’t ever end up getting ample enough time off. The problem may be simply solved by having your child take several weeks or a month or two off. Better yet, burnout can often be combated by having your child take a break and do a different sport(s). I think that competing in more than one sport provides an athlete with a good balance both physically and psychologically. At some point, in mid-adolescence the athlete may be forced to make a decision as to which sport they want to dedicate all of their training time to. However, until then, having a second sport to go to, breaks up both the intensity and monotony caused by over-focusing on just one sport.

 

You have to carefully assess, based on what your child is telling you, whether you as the parent need to encourage them to hang in there through this difficult time, or to get them to begin to consider leaving the sport. You should only encourage a child to stick with the sport when you’re clear that their reasons for quitting have absolutely nothing to do with a loss of passion, lack of fun and burnout. For example, they may simply be discouraged from a slump or string of recent failures. Or they may be having a specific performance problem that has temporarily eclipsed the fun that they used to have. To clarify if this is indeed the case with your child-athlete, ask them, “If you were performing better, not blocked, not afraid, etc. would you still want to quit?” If they answer “no,” then you know as the parent that your job is to encourage them to persist. However, if their response to these kinds of questions is that performing better and being unstuck wouldn’t change their experience at all, then you know that your job needs to be to help them exit gracefully from the sport.

 

Similarly, if your child has had ample breaks from the sport and is still unhappy, is still questioning his/her commitment, then you as the parent need to help them address the issue of leaving the sport either temporarily or permanently. If your child has lost his/her way, no longer has the passion to play, approaches the sport as a painful chore, then you need to help them figure out a way to pursue their happiness somewhere else. In this case what they need most from you are your blessings. Do not make your child feel guilty for leaving the sport. Do not make him/her feel like a quitter, especially if over the years, they have dedicated themselves to the sport. Do not wax nostalgic over what “could have been,” over how much they could accomplish if only they’d “hang in there a little longer.” Similarly, do NOT ever tell them that “this is a decision that you’ll regret the rest of your life.” If they are truly burnt out, unhappy and passionless about the sport, the very last thing that they should be doing is “hanging in there.” Above all else, help your son or daughter understand that what is most important to you is their happiness.

