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Parents and Youth Athletics 

In Reading, Massachusetts, one parent was beaten to death by another parent after a scuffle at a youth hockey game (Sachs). In Palin Beach, Florida, a father of a little league player was sentenced to three years in prison after taking a gun and pointing it at a coach (Gehring). In Port St. Lucie, Florida, a headline in the evening paper read, "Spectator Bites off Man's Ear at Youth Baseball Game" (Pallerino). Why would parents act in such negative ways? They are too competitive at youth athletic events. 
During my five years refereeing youth sports, I have seen many examples of negative behavior. This past September, a parent, whom I have known for a few years, approached me after a basketball game her child's team had lost. I knew something was going to happen, but there was nothing I could do. Mind you, this is a 7th grade tournament, so the children were 11-and-12 year-olds. The mother asked me loudly, "Why did you tell my daughter to shut up?" I replied that I only told her daughter to hush because her daughter told me quite hatefully that she wasn't the only person that fouled. Now, granted at the time this child was losing the game, I knew that she wasn't feeling too good about herself, so I had told her calmly that she didn't need to be disrespectful. However, as I tried to explain this to the mother, she told me that I do not have the right to do such a thing. She neglected to understand that referees frequently levy technical fouls for disrespectful behavior on the court, but I had just given a warning. I never imagined such a response when the game was over. This mother cursed me with every vulgarity imaginable. She also told me that I was the loser of the community and that I could never do anything with my life.
In a recent interview, Sports Science Professor Julia Hypes, told me, "Parents believe that competition gives them an excuse to act the way they do." Apparently, parents believe they are doing nothing wrong, and that, if they pay their money to get into the building, they can act however way they choose. I was even told by a parent that there is nothing I can do if I want to fix this problem, but I would like to try.
Let me share a few other personal experiences that motivate me. While I was refereeing a fifth-grade basketball tournament, a parent ran onto the floor after my officiating partner. While I was watching an eighth-grade girls' game, the opposing team lost by one point. Directly after the buzzer sounded, a whole section of parents left their seats and went onto the floor toward officials. I heard everything from, "I'll wait all night ‘til you get out of that room," to "Does anyone know what this guy is driving?" to "I'm gonna kill you." 
Why are parents behaving this way? Professor Hypes believes that, "Parents are living their lives through their children. These parents may have not been successful during their childhood, and they believe that they must do everything in their ability to have their child succeed." I have no doubt that parents want the best for their children, but behaving this way does not show their children appropriate respect. How can we expect children to portray sensible behavior when they witness their parents doing worse?  I often hear that we cannot allow children to use professional athletes as role models because of all the negativity we see on television, but many children cannot look up to their parents as role models if they display vulgar language and physical threats to officials. 

Another problem, if not the main problem, is the over-emphasis that youth athletics and recreational activities have on winning. Parents and many coaches seem to want to teach only the aspect of what it means to win and lose, but as one source points out, "Success in youth sports does not necessarily mean winning" (Sachs). Shouldn't the whole purpose of youth sports be fun? Recreational leagues, for instance, often require that all children getting equal playing time. As a basketball coach, I get more joy seeing the child who is not as skilled do something well than to have my team win. My fondest memory is the expression on the face a child who had never excelled finally doing something great.
Unfortunately, many coaches try to subvert the "all children playing equally" rule, allowing only their best two or three players to handle the ball and shoot. The other six or seven children get to “participate,” but they just run around hopelessly. As Fred Engh, President of the National Alliance for Youth Sports, aptly notes, "We are, as parents, as coaches and as administrators, providing an atmosphere where we're ruining their innocence, teaching them winning at all costs," (qtd. in Cox).

The effects of bad parental and coaching involvement can be twofold. The first is a shortage of officials. The National Association for Sports Officials shows that, in a survey of state level sports leaders, 90% of these states has a shortage of officials. The problem of fans, coaches, or players turning violent against officials has become so widespread that sixteen state legislatures have passed measures specifically mandating penalties for battery against sports officials (Gehring).  Little do parents realize that, if they continue this behavior, there may not be youth sports activities or recreational leagues where their children can participate because not many want to risk calling the games. As a referee, I know that during youth league games, the pay is definitely not good enough to take some of the abuse I have. Why should officials put themselves in danger?


The second result, however, is even worse—children may lose interest in participating. While I was refereeing a sixth-grade basketball game, I noticed one parent who was excessively loud and obnoxious. At first I thought the comments were directed towards me; then I heard the parent shout her child's name. Her daughter happened to be the best player on her team, but if the child made one simple mistake, her mother would shout, "Tosha, what are you doing? That's so stupid! What are you thinking!" Her voice overpowered all the other yelling in the gym. Looking at the daughter, I saw a frown and a look of disgust. I really think that she wished that her mother wasn't there because she was not enjoying herself at all. If parents keep up this type of behavior, their kids may not want to participate in youth sports regardless of how good they may be.

What can we do to solve the problem of bad parental behavior in youth athletics? The National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA) and NAYS are heading up "Time Out for Better Sports" for kids (Cipriani). The initiative requires parents and coaches to enroll in a 30-minute sportsmanship-training program and sign a code of ethics before they register their kids in a league. Parents have their own set of rules to abide by. If parents are out of line, they are removed from the area and possibly not allowed to enter again. In El Paso, Texas, officials have provided a lengthy mandatory sportsmanship program for parents. The three-hour class begins with undercover footage from local television, capturing out-of-control parents at games (Gehring). The class also has a therapist to relate to parents on dealing with stress during games they attend.


A recent survey polling students about sports showed that the number one reason kids play is to have fun. Winning ranked tenth on the list (Sachs). If children really do not care about winning, then why should parents and coaches focus on winning so much? Let's allow the children to enjoy their games and be kids while they still can.
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