"Emphasis On Winning Is Destructive"

By James Bruggers 

High school athletics should be banned unless coaches, administrators and school boards drop the all-too-common professional sports "win at all costs model," a sports psychologist and author said Friday. 

Athletics can provide an essential lesson in preparing children for real-world competition outside sports, but American youth are being put under too much pressure to win too early an age. San Jose State University professor Tom Tutko said at a sports psychology conference. 

"You can come away with a whole season in which you played very well feeling like a loser." That's because typical league competition featuring playoff elimination is set up so there can be only one champion. 

"The earlier we implant this idea, the more destruction it causes." He said. "Unless things change, we are doing more destruction than construction." 

Tutko said his views on youth athletics stem from his own positive experiences as a high school basketball player and his children's negative experiences with competitive sports in San Jose. 

His high school coach knew how to make every player on the team feel special, by finding a role for each one, he said. The coach allowed each player to start at least one game and asked only that players work as hard as they could. The coach never talked about winning, Tutko said. 

The psychologist, author of "Winning is Everything and Other American Myths," criticized sports that use judges to determine winner. "A one-tenth difference (in scores) can make you laugh or cry," he said. "And much of the judging is political." 

He said his daughter quit gymnastics in high school after telling him she no longer wanted to "stand there and wait for somebody to tell her how good she was." 

Problems caused by sports start at an early age, he said. 

It's not natural for children to follow strict rules and get involved in heavy competition. Children prefer to use athletics as a form of play and would be just as happy with a game ending in a tie as in a win, he said. 

Drug use, cheating and fighting at all levels of sport "is a symptom of a win-at-all-cost philosophy," which is stealing the fun from youth, Tutko said. "Parents too often pressure their children to win in sports because the parents want to feel like winners," he said. "Most of us are involved in living through our kids because there are no awards for being the best parent on the block." Sports should be good for children, he said. "Quite frankly, there's no better experience than a sports experience. It puts everything on the line." But he added that competition "needs to be done at their (children's) pace, not our pace." 

Sports Psychologist Tom Tutko offers the following advice for parents, coaches and school administrators: 

· Select coaches who are dedicated to a philosophy of helping young people to grow emotionally, physically, socially and spiritually. 

· Make sure coaches teach leadership; rotate team captains for each game; give captains authority to call timeouts; ask each player to lead in practice; ask athletes to design plays. 

· Give every player a chance to start a game and allow everyone a chance to play in each game. 

· Use physical training to educate athletes about their health. 

· Use sports to teach children how to set goals, manage their time and handle pressure. 

· Stress working hard and reaching personal potential above winning. 

Dear Reader: We welcome your input on this theme
