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CHILDREN & SPORTS 

 

Sports help children develop physical skills, get exercise, make friends, have fun, 

learn to play as a member of a team, learn to play fair, and improve self-esteem. American 

sports culture has increasingly become a money making business. The highly stressful, 

competitive, “win at all costs” attitude prevalent at colleges and with professional athletes 

affects the world of children’s sports and athletics; creating an unhealthy environment. It is 

important to remember that the attitudes and behavior taught to children in sports carry over 

to adult life. Parents should take an active role in helping their child develop good 

sportsmanship. To help your child get the most out of sports, you need to be actively 

involved. This includes: 

• providing emotional support and positive feedback, 
 

• attending some games and talking about them afterward, 
 

• having realistic expectations for your child, 
 

• learning about the sport and supporting your child’s involvement, 
 

• helping your child talk with you about their experiences with the coach and 
other team members, 
 

• helping your child handle disappointments and losing, and 
 

• modeling respectful spectator behavior. 
 

Although this involvement takes time and creates challenges for work schedules, it 

allows you to become more knowledgeable about the coaching, team values, behaviors, and 

attitudes. Your child’s behavior and attitude reflects a combination of the coaching and your 

discussions about good sportsmanship and fair play. 
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It is also important to talk about what your child observes in sports events. When 

bad sportsmanship occurs, discuss other ways the situation could be handled. While you 

might acknowledge that in the heat of competition it may be difficult to maintain control 

and respect for others, it is important to stress that disrespectful behavior is not 

acceptable. Remember, success is not the same thing as winning and failure is not the 

same thing as losing. 

If you are concerned about the behavior or attitude of your child’s coach, you may 

want to talk with the coach privately. As adults, you can talk together about what is most 

important for the child to learn. While you may not change a particular attitude or 

behavior of a coach, you can make it clear how you would like your child to be 

approached. If you find that the coach is not responsive, discuss the problem with the 

parents responsible for the school or league activities. If the problem continues, you may 

decide to withdraw your child. 

As with most aspects of parenting, being actively involved and talking with your 

children about their life is very important. Being proud of accomplishments, sharing in 

wins and defeats, and talking to them about what has happened helps them develop skills 

and capacities for success in life. The lessons learned during children’s sports will shape 

values and behaviors for adult life. 

 

See also: Your Child (1998 Harper Collins)/Your Adolescent (1999 Harper Collins). 

 

# # # 
 
If you find Facts for Families© helpful and would like to make good mental health a reality for all children, please consider donating 
to the Campaign for America’s Kids. Your support will help us continue to produce and distribute Facts for Families, as well as 
other vital mental health information, free of charge. 
 
You may also mail in your contribution. Please make checks payable to the AACAP and send to Campaign for America’s Kids, P.O. 
Box 96106, Washington, DC 20090. 
 
The American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (AACAP) represents over 7,000 child and adolescent psychiatrists who 
are physicians with at least five years of additional training beyond medical school in general (adult) and child and adolescent 
psychiatry. 
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duplicated or posted on any other Internet Web site without written consent from AACAP. Organizations are permitted to create 
links to AACAP’s Web site and specific Facts sheets. To purchase complete sets of Facts for Families, please contact the AACAP’s 
Development and Communications Assistant at 800.333.7636, ext. 140. 
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